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About the Book




Danny Mulberry is a man who ‘could do better’. Better at life, better at taking on responsibility and most definitely better at being a grown-up.


But when a misleading photo of Danny appears in the newspaper, people around the country start to think this apparently enlightened man could be the one with all the answers. Letters begin to flood in from strangers seeking his guidance . . .


Wolfie is the teenage daughter of Danny’s estranged sister, Lou. She’s never met her uncle. But her mother needs help, and so, when Wolfie sees Danny’s picture in the paper, she sets out to find him.


Within a week, Danny goes from being responsibility-free to a big brother, an uncle and an unwitting existential ‘guru’ to some very lost souls.


An uplifting and heartwarming novel about a family reunited, second chances and the power of forgiveness, from the critically acclaimed author of The Funny Thing about Norman Foreman.
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1

Danny




Number two highlight of my thirty-ninth birthday: an extremely fit policewoman calling me interesting in front of some very hard to impress neighbours.

Definitely not unconnected lowlight of the day that followed fairly soon after: the disapproving look on Gentleman’s face as I was driven off in the back of a patrol car headed for Camden police station. He’s also quite hard to impress, for a dog, although a damn sight more forgiving than the neighbours.

I suppose if you’re the kind of person that’s used to it, being called interesting mightn’t seem like such a big deal. But when you’re me, Danny Mulberry, Mr Could-Do-Better, permanent address your best mate’s garden shed, the bar is never going to be high. She had brown eyes and a dangerous swing in her walk, that policewoman, and I’m sorry but I couldn’t help noticing.

When I’d woken up slightly later than the crack of dawn on the morning after yet another night before, half in, half out of the front gate, with a claggy paintbrush on the ground beside me and an open tin of red paint a few feet away, my main concern had been getting to it before Gentleman tried to have it away for his breakfast. He’s probably eaten worse than a bit of solvent in his time, but there’s no point tempting fate, or a dog with a delicate constitution and a firm belief that every tin in the world is filled with gourmet rabbit in gravy.

I managed to get myself upright and push the gate the rest of the way open, and it was right at the moment I picked up the paintbrush and started trying to work out what was going on that the police car cruised around the corner. I mean, seriously, how’s your luck at that time of the morning?

PC Maria Hanley (as it transpired) pulled up to see me standing with the incriminating, almost beyond a reasonable doubt exhibit A in my hand, and a very cushty circumstantial case about to drop in her lap. She leaned over to say something to the other PC and got out of the car, tilting her head to read the painted words on the pavement. Then she stepped neatly around them and addressed me, quite charmingly. ‘And just what is it you think you’re doing, sir?’

I looked down at the paintbrush in my hand, then at the stray bit of hair that had escaped her sensible ponytail and curled on to her neck just inside her collar. It was mightily distracting, and in my defence, I was also experiencing some serious head spins. But did I do what I was perfectly entitled to, which was give it the old, ‘Well, I’m not absolutely sure, but it might not be what it looks like, Officer’ defence? Did I bollocks. What I did was raise both hands in the air, flash what I hoped was a winning smile, and – in hindsight probably purely out of habit and on account of still being half smashed – wink and give it my best shot.

‘Looks like you’ve caught me red-handed, Officer . . .’ I leaned forward to read her badge. ‘Hanley. Bang to rights and don’t pardon the pun!’

Just to clarify, she didn’t actually call me interesting, per se. She squinted her lovely mistrusting eyes like she was considering her options and said, ‘Interesting.’ She left enough space either side of the word to let me know that not only did she suspect I might not have an interesting bone in my body, but that everything coming out of my mouth had clearly been thoroughly rinsed in alcohol so wasn’t to be trusted in the least. About right on both counts, to be fair.

If I’m honest, the speed with which I put up my hand to take the rap for a dirty great piece of graffiti defacing a formerly pristine Belsize Park footpath was a bit of a surprise, even to me. In part because I had no concrete memory of actually committing the crime, although I did recognise the tin of paint (which I’d rescued from a skip a few weeks before with a solid plan to paint the shed door), and the words of the graffiti had a vaguely familiar ring.

The problem was, it was all thrashing around in a mosh pit of other drunken memories from the night before, which included getting a right telling-off from the guy in the kebab shop, and handing over a tenner and my favourite Adidas hoodie to a busker with a ukulele and a chesty cough. I had no idea how, or even if, any of it was connected and, if I’d taken a moment to think things through rationally, I might have reconsidered whether straight up admitting to a crime against Camden Council just to make use of a pretty lame punchline-slash-possible-pick-up line was really such a great idea. But it was a split-second decision and, like I said, I did have the smoking gun in my hand. I figured that, as usual (although not always), the memory of the deed would reveal itself eventually – in easy-to-digest fragments if I was lucky, or in one stomach-churning brain dump if not.

What can I say? It was far from my first rodeo.

I have to admit, there was also a part of me that was just a little bit impressed with both the content and execution of the graffiti, considering the circumstances. The letters were all perfectly legible, the words were well spaced out and, tell the truth, I wouldn’t have thought I had anything quite that existential in me.


A Cat May Look at a King



Legitimately quite interesting, I’d say.

And, oh yes, I coulda woulda shoulda told Officer Hanley and her mate I was quite lawfully standing just inside that posh Belsize Park property because I lived there. That in fact it was actually my dog poking his traitorous, hairy little snout around the corner of the house, trying to stay out of sight and pretending not to know me. If I had, I might have been able to clear up the whole matter there and then. But, standing there with a pounding head and a fairly serious case of love at first sight, I was already entertaining visions of a bit of flirty interrogation down at the Camden nick, a quick rap over the knuckles, then back home via my favourite cafe to pick up bacon butties for Dom and George. Possibly with Officer Hanley’s phone number in my pocket as a birthday bonus.

It was an embarrassment of potential riches, but if the way things went down seems a little foolish on my part, understand I’m not going to come right out and admit I allowed myself to get arrested just to try to get a girl’s phone number. Although for the record, I’ve done worse with some pretty outstanding results.

Nothing much untoward tends to happen in Belsize Park that early in the morning – except maybe an accidental overstretch in a Pilates class or a punch-on between a couple of Cavoodles – so the presence of a police car meant it wasn’t too long before the made-to-measures started twitching. I don’t think it would have been a surprise to anyone that the fuss had something to do with the resident of the garden shed of number 67, though. Because, while Dom and George more than meet local expectations (in-demand plastic surgeon with Dr Dreamy looks and a bedside manner to match; cute six-year-old kid with a floppy barnet and an infinite sense of his own worth), their lodger – i.e. me – not so much.

I wasn’t in a position to do a headcount, but by the time Officer Hanley, still very charmingly, suggested I accompany her down to the station to help with her enquiries (don’t mind if I do and would that count as a first date?), there was fairly good doorstep attendance. It didn’t include Dom and George, who could both sleep through a Mr Whippy van doing wheelies up and down the street at midnight (not one of my prouder moments, although to be fair I was just a passenger), but it did include Ray Dunstan from number 65, who didn’t even bother pretending he wasn’t absolutely delighted that I might finally be getting a big old serving of comeuppance.

It had also crossed my mind that Ray was probably the reason the police had arrived so fortuitously in the first place. The guy spent most of his time prowling the length of our shared hedge with a massive camera and a minuscule notebook, taking pictures of any bird that dared show its beak and trying to see what was going on in my garden shed. Which was overwhelmingly nothing, by the way, but it seemed a shame to crush his dreams, so I occasionally played up to his suspicions for the fun of it. Catching me having an early-morning kip not quite in the front garden and illegally painting the pavement to boot was no doubt extremely gratifying for him. Bless.

I’m going to go out on a limb and say that what happened next was probably the residual alcohol in my system doing its thing and, yes, I was still very much trying to impress Officer Hanley. I looked down at the graffiti like I’d single-handedly unearthed the next instalment of the Rosetta Stone, rubbed my chin in what I hoped was a very academic way, and said, ‘So, tell me, Officer Hanley. Where do you stand on the whole cats and kings issue?’

According to my third-last job with a direct marketing company, you’ve got about thirty seconds to make a good first impression on someone and after that you’re basically toast. It felt like I was running dangerously behind schedule.

‘You’ve got to admit it makes you think, doesn’t it?’ I tapped the side of my nose. ‘And you know what they say – cogito ergo sum. I think, therefore I am.’


That had come out unexpectedly well and I wondered briefly if I should consider drinking more, not less, if it meant I could come up with gems like that. The fact I’d read the quote on the back of a packet of pork scratchings was, as far as I was concerned, beside the point entirely.

Unsurprisingly, Officer Hanley was unimpressed. She rolled her eyes and held open the back door of the police car. ‘OK, Yoda, in you get.’

I silently willed her to put her hand on my head like they do on TV when they’re bundling people into police cars. But even though I hesitated longer than was necessary, there was no sign of that lovely hand coming anywhere near me. I ran my fingers through my slightly sticky hair and minded my own head. As the car door closed behind me, I caught a glint of something over at number 65 and saw Ray skulking behind his front hedge, scribbling in his little notebook. I had no doubt I was headed for a very dishonourable mention on the Neighbourhood Watch community Facebook page at his earliest convenience.

Officer Hanley executed a perfect three-point turn and I gave Ray a wave, just to show no hard feelings if it had been him that grassed me up. He shot me such a filthy look in return, I couldn’t help spontaneously finishing off with a cheery two fingers up at him. Partly because I think I was slightly high on the aroma of Officer Hanley’s shampoo, but also, the guy had been giving me that same look for the better part of a year and, hey, if nothing changes nothing changes. I’m not sure where I read that one.

You never know, maybe if I’d resisted the urge to give Ray the old two-finger salute he might not have whipped up his camera for an opportunity too good to miss. But I didn’t and he did. And maybe if the editor of London’s newest free paper hadn’t just come off the back of a couple of slow news days he might not have thought a perfectly composed, pin-sharp photo of a hungover middle-aged scruffbag giving Belsize Park an early-morning up yours was something that would entertain his readers. But he did. And it did. So, as it goes, the number one highlight of my birthday was something I could never in my wildest imagination have anticipated.

And it changed everything.
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Wolfie




I’ve got nothing against dentistry as a profession. Love their work, in theory. But I do have an issue with the personal-space thing. The way they loom over you like the Grim Reaper and cop a front row view down the back of your throat. Who the hell knows what they get to see? Feels like a massive mind-your-own to me. And my business is my business.

But some guy banging around in my face with a mirror and a probe almost feels like light relief when I think about this morning. This week. My mother. I close my eyes and suck in a massive lungful of air through my open mouth. It tastes like mint and burns on the way down, settling in my chest. Hold it. For a split second I try to think better of it, because sometimes it works. But today is not the day and my business is my business. I hold that air in and start to count. One, two, three.

I’m already into double figures before he notices. Hands on my shoulders, shaking me gently at first, then a bit rougher. ‘Hey. What are you doing? Open your eyes.’

Eighteen. Nineteen. I can feel it stirring. Gathering. Twenty-one.


‘Miss? Can you open your eyes, please?’ The shoulder shaking gets downright bloody rude. Where’s your bedside manner, old mate? Do dentists sign up to the Hippocratic Oath? I don’t know, but either way there should definitely be some kind of protocol in place. Like, don’t manhandle the customers without their permission. Thirty-six, thirty-seven. Do keep the small talk to pleasantries about teeth; at a stretch, gums. Forty. Don’t eat garlic on a workday.

There it is, the distant flutter, faint and low. Forty-six, forty-seven, it’s on the move.

‘Hey! Can you hear me? I asked you . . .’

Fifty-something. I miss a beat but don’t go back. Oh, I hear you, buddy, but I’m busy. Not yet. No way. De ninguna manera, José.

Fifty-four, fifty-five. Tiny wings thumping like a drum beat.

‘Young lady. Miss! What are you . . .? Come on now, open your eyes. Look, I know you’re . . . just stop it, all right!’

Steady as she goes, bro. Fifty-nine and counting. The only way out is through.

I curl my toes inside my boots as my chest contracts and I can feel the stitches of my mother’s mending on my favourite George Costanza socks. It’s about the only thing holding those babies together now, but she’s made them last longer than any pair of novelty socks could hope for, even if they’re more black cotton thread than sock and Costanza’s face looks like a cat’s bum. If you didn’t know, you wouldn’t even recognise him any more. I bloody love those socks but they’re doomed. The last of their kind. Discontinued, what a concept. My mother. What a concept.

Sixty-three. Hot breath on my shoulder. Ribs pounding.

Passando, passando. Coming through, it whispers.

A fistful of latex-covered fingers that smell like bolognese pinch my cheek then force one of my eyes open. He’s right down in my face now and I can see the blackheads on his nose. Must be a million, maybe a million and a half. He definitely needs to pay more attention to his skin and I think about saying it. Sixty-six, sixty-seven. The pain is green.

I hold his starting-to-panic gaze with my one staring eye and I bet myself his mother made his lunch. ‘Jesus Christ, what the hell?’ he says, and I know if I smile now it’ll freak him out even more.

I do it.


Seventy-one. Kaleidoscope eyes, the pain is blue.

Vamos, chica. Come on. Come on.

Seventy-four. Seventy-six. Seventy-nine. And I wonder.

What if I did.



Then it’s over, because Jesucristo he’s ruined it now and I’ve lost the count. I gulp a massive breath in, coughing when it hits my lungs, then swing my legs off the chair, grab my sweatshirt and backpack off the floor, and get the hell outta Dodge. I leave the guy catching flies with his mouth and wondering what the hell just happened, and I feel kind of bad for the scare. Because I’ve got no beef with him really, but he wouldn’t know the first thing about fear.

I walk past the reception and toss out, ‘Put it on our tab, love,’ from the side of my mouth, knowing that Lady High Hair there probably already emailed the invoice before the job was even done. We’re practically VIPs here, my mother and me; every six months on the knocker, scale, clean, polish and anything else that comes our way. I’d consider us reasonably messed up, but our choppers are exceptional.

The waiting room’s packed and none of them look any happier than me to be here. I look over at the glass door that will take me outside, along the high street to the Tube and home on the Victoria Line, and I’d give a couple of prized molars to be through it already. But back there has left me feeling a bit shady and I feel the need to sit down. I see an empty plastic kid’s chair in the corner near a table overflowing with magazines and crayons and loose felt-tip pens. My feet carry me there, and before I know it, I’m squashed into the chair thinking, I bloody love my feet when they do that.

I can taste the dentist’s latex gloves in the back of my throat and I wish I’d stuck around to rinse and spit, or at least spit. I wonder what would happen if I did it right here, right now, which would usually make me want to laugh, but not today.

I close my eyes and lean back, trying to regulate my ragged breath. I feel a lump behind me and pull out a creased newspaper folded back to a photo of a middle-aged hippie in the back of a cop car sticking his two fingers up.

Someone’s drawn on the photo with purple felt tip and given the guy a twirly moustache, a scar across his cheek and a couple of blacked-out teeth. The crazy sticking-up hair is all his own, so I only award five out of ten to the artist. On second thoughts it feels a bit mean, so I take it up to a six for creative use of purple.

The receptionist is looking over at me suspiciously, so I wave the paper and give her a fake smile. She quickly ducks her head. Maybe she’s worried I’m planning to sit here until my next appointment, which doesn’t sound like a bad idea. I reckon I could do six months hands down.

A little kid with a half-eaten chocolate bar in her hand wanders over and stands right in front of me, and stares without blinking. It’s on.

Our eyes dry out. She’s good, but I’m better.

‘What?’ My voice isn’t as sharp as I wanted and it comes out like the back end of an echo instead of mildly threatening, like I’d meant it to sound. The kid isn’t impressed either way, and I watch a giant blob of spit and chocolate take a month to slide down her chin. Who the hell gives their kid a Twix in a dentist’s surgery?

‘That chair’s for little kids. You’re too big.’ Fair call. Although, rude.


‘Buzz off, you.’ She looks like I’ve slapped her, but I said what I said. I lean forward slightly to go in for the kill. ‘That chocolate’s going to rot your teeth and then the dentist’s going to rip out the stumps and give you falsies.’

Straight away the kid wells up and I feel bad because I’ve misjudged her. I thought she could take the banter. Suddenly, sitting in a miniature chair bullying a four-year-old feels like the dumbest thing I’ve ever done and I think about my mother, waiting at home to ask me how I got on at the dentist’s, and how I love her for that and a million other things. Maybe a million and a half.

I’m tempted to snatch the random numbers still fizzing in my head – eleven, twenty-two, fourteen – but my feet push me up. My bum stays wedged, though, and the chair comes with me. Another time I might have had a laugh at it, and even got the kid in on the joke to make up for being a cow to her, but right now it feels like that chair could be the only thing that’s keeping me together. It doesn’t even slow me down.

I’m still holding the newspaper but I can’t see anywhere to put it, so I figure I may as well add petty theft to my list of dental misdemeanours. When I push open the door, the chair finally releases its grip and lands upside down behind me with a plastic twang. A couple of heads pop up as I step out on to the street, but I’m gone girl.

I break into a jog, backpack bouncing on my shoulders, slapping the newspaper on the top of my leg with every step, keeping the beat and giving me something to aim for. I feel a sudden change in pressure as my toes make a break for it through the cat’s-bum sock, and in the end, the end’s a relief. Thanks for the memories, Costanza.

I speed up, and I know if I take West Green Road and cut across the common, at this pace I can make it home in twenty minutes.

So, fuck the Tube and pardon my French.

 


I don’t like watching reality TV, but I do like watching my mother watch it.

There’s a method to my madness.

The Great British Bake Off (more than any other show, for some reason) gives me a good opportunity to test out my mind-reading skills. This is how I do it. I keep an eye on my mother’s face, specifically her jaw, and when it looks like she’s about to talk, I take a quick guess at what she’s going to say, which is usually something encouraging to the person who’s about to make a massive baking balls-up. My strike rate averages around seventy–thirty to me, because there’s some pretty rubbish cooks on there and I know my mother.

I’m scrunched up at the end of the sofa with her heavy leg cast resting on my lap, and I run my tongue over my smooth descaled teeth, which that dentist has done a great job on, despite me. I watch, but this time even some guy making a mess of a plain vanilla sponge isn’t doing much to my mother’s facial real estate. I look around for something else to occupy my mind and see the paper I took from the dentist’s sticking out of the top of my school backpack, within reach.

I open it up flat across the cast, and on the bottom half of the page with the picture of the dude giving two fingers there’s a photo of an old man standing beside a red postbox. Genaro Politti posts a letter to his teenage sweetheart, sixty-two years after they lost touch. Even though I have full respect for Genaro and his boo navigating Friends Reunited or whatever at their age, with the prospect of another twenty minutes of Bake Off, I have no issues giving him a beard, a beret and some dangly earrings. When I compare it to the top photo, though, I have to admit it’s missing something, so I take a closer look at the artist’s technique.

I’m not going to lie, I’m shook when I see the name and I can’t believe I missed it the first time. It straight up jumps out at me from the caption underneath the picture, like it’s neon, because I’ve seen that name before and there’s no way I was going to forget it. It was on some old papers my mother had been going through, when I was maybe about nine or ten. She told me it was her surname before she married my dad and I repeated it slowly a couple of times, enjoying how it felt as it rolled around my mouth. Half an hour later, Google informed me there were only 137 people in the UK with that surname, as opposed to ours, which is the twenty-fourth most popular one in the country. I remember thinking what bad luck it was that I’d ended up with a last name like Harris instead of a cool one like Mulberry. Hola, mi apellido es Harris. Doesn’t exactly have an exotic ring to it.

With Bake Off blaring, I read the story underneath the photo several times, saying the name in my head as my chest folds in on itself. Mulberry. I concentrate on taking deep, silent, closed-mouth breaths and keeping my body perfectly still, and try to translate a few of the sentences into Spanish, from memory. Most of the words aren’t covered by the secondary-school curriculum, though, not even for the undisputed top of the language class. Mulberry.

I fold the paper over, then over again so it’s just a wodge of old news with a photo of a man on top, and focus hard on the face behind the purple teeth and the twirly ’tache. I squint to blur the felt-tip additions and mentally compare it to that face in the photo albums I flick through every now and then to remind me a different version of my mother really exists.

I think about that guy for an hour or more, way after Bake Off finishes and my mother has dozed off. There’s a moment when she stirs and makes like she’s going to move off me and go to bed, but I grab the toes sticking out of the end of her cast and gently squeeze them. Don’t go. I don’t say it out loud, but for the longest time, we just stare at each other. She stays.


I hold on tight to those toes, but not tight enough because I wake up by myself on the sofa under a blanket, with the newspaper still in my hand and the sun coming up behind the curtains. Buenos días, chica. I lift my fingers up to the light, and they’re smudged black with newsprint. Mulberry.
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Danny




When we were kids, my old man came up with a rule that made him the most popular person in our house, among very many other reasons. According to him, if things didn’t quite go to plan on your birthday, you were allowed another shot at it.

The rule came in the year I turned eight and our cat, Princess Margaret, was killed by Bob the washing machine repairman on my real birthday, crushing any thoughts of a celebration and sending Bob into a deep depression. Our lovely old puss and her namesake had both lived long and prosperously, but in the end, they paid the price for their penchant for the good life. In feline Margaret’s case, it wasn’t cigarettes and top-shelf booze that got her, but the fact she never could resist a warm spot on a white van man’s engine block.

A week later, despite the ongoing laundry crisis, my parents pulled together what turned out to be the best birthday I’d ever had. Replacement Day became a Mulberry family tradition from that day forward, declared for various reasons, and possibly not implemented as moderately as it should have been. I like to think both Margarets would have approved, though.


Having spent the morning of my thirty-ninth birthday explaining myself down at the Camden police station, and the afternoon explaining myself to Dom and George, three days later I was inspired to bring my father’s ruling out of mothballs. Because I felt like I deserved it and, also, Friday happy hour at the Lamb and Flag is a very high-return investment. Not that I really need a special occasion to take up the offer of drinking twice as much beer for half as much money.

I used the first half of my replacement birthday to make a start on digging a vegetable patch in Dom’s back garden, in response to a ‘get in touch with nature’ suggestion in chapter one of his very thoughtful birthday present: a book called Nature, Nurture and Nachos. The author claimed he could help you break the bad habits of a lifetime in just a few easy steps, so I’d decided to take him up on it. Also, I’d been promising to do something constructive in Dom’s garden for the past nine months, other than wee on his roses, which he refused to accept as a legitimate contribution.

Dr Adam Spooner (PhD, MD, FRCS, B.Soc, Bach Total BS) suggested that in order to ‘go deep’ in terms of setting your aspirational life path goals (that’s a direct quote from the good doctor, so hold fire on the messenger), the first relationship you have to take care of (the nurture, presumably) is the one with yourself. And apparently bumbling around in the garden with your hands in the dirt is the best way of doing that (the nature, obviously). I wondered what his thoughts would be on someone who actually lived in a garden.

Always be in the moment! Stay mindful! Set your goals! the handsome Dr Spooner advised on page two, and pretty much every page after that. My only goal was to make it to chapter four when, according to the table of contents, the nachos were due to make an appearance. Something that seemed much more my cup of tea.

I got the concept, of course, because it wasn’t the first self-help book I’d been given in my life (not even the first one I’d been given by Dom), but I suspected that going deep, in my case, would mean wading through some pretty dodgy shallows. Most likely starting with why I chose to live in a garden shed when there was a standing invitation to a perfectly good, bordering on luxury house a couple of metres away.

Anyhow, after the job of getting back to nature was postponed due to lack of interest, and the page at chapter two was folded neatly back, I decided that my replacement birthday warranted a few cheeky pre-happy-hour pints. Dom was at work, probably chiselling someone a new chin or sculpting a Natalie Portman schnozz du jour; George was at school, most likely teaching the head how to suck eggs; and I was careful to avoid eye contact with Gentleman. Consequently, there was no voice of reason to remind me that daytime drinking is a slippery slope I’d be well advised to steer clear of.

Although there had been one notable exception a few weeks back, which was, ironically, the only reason I was even able to consider another mid-afternoon visit to the pub. I’d taken the £350 I’d made at my most recent job at a petrol station (where my decision to catch a quick forty winks in the middle of my shift resulted in two blokes in an SUV driving off with a free tank of diesel and my well-deserved dismissal) and fed it into the fruit machine at the Lamb and Flag. Influenced by a couple of pints at an earlier than usual hour, I’d decided that chunky handful of tenners would take me where I’d never been before; to financial freedom, no early mornings or dead-end jobs, and ultimate happiness. For once, me and the beer were right, and I was only a few notes in when the machine was somersaulting pineapples all over the place and delivering me a very tidy £2130 jackpot.

But even though the still sober and sensible part of me understood the happy events of that last episode of day drinking had been a one-off, the sun was shining, the birds were singing, I still had a smidge over £600 in my Halifax Super Saver account (and £1100 in cash stuffed into an old pair of trainers under my bed) from my big win, and on my replacement birthday, I figured, what could possibly go wrong?

No, really, I did.

 

Five hours, seven pints and a chicken burger and a half later, I weaved my way along Glenmore Road carrying a split plastic bag stuffed with a burger for Dom, an extra-large serving of George’s all-time-favourite greasy fish sticks, and a frozen chocolate cake from Londis. I aimed myself successfully at number 67 and, straight as an arrow, strode through the gate and up the two steps to the front door.

Obviously, that’s a lie. I stumbled up the path, tripped on the first step, and spent the next couple of minutes trying to peel myself off the ground. When I eventually did manage to stand up, which was no mean feat with only Dom’s unhelpful pair of topiaries for assistance, I had to muster every last shred of concentration to get my key in the front door on the third go. Most of the time if I stop off at the pub for a pint or three I manage to stay in pretty good control. Everything’s hunky-dory and I can walk the fifteen minutes from the Lamb to Dom’s front door without missing a beat and aim that key like a heat-seeking missile. But if I make the fatal decision to let down my guard to pint number five or six, things have a propensity to go south. And occasionally east and west. Dom and George can and do back me up on that.

‘RESULT! He shoots, he scores, he’s in!’ I shoved the door open with my foot and kicked the mat through to celebrate, right into my welcoming party. Dom’s arm was outstretched like he’d been about to grab the door handle, and bless him, he looked quite happy to see me, if not entirely approving of the state I was in. To his absolute credit, he was doing his best to hide it, but I’m a gun at clocking disapproval at a hundred paces. From Dom, from women, from Gentleman, you name it. In that respect, and that one only, I am a very high-achieving man.

‘Hi, Danny, you all right there? How’s it going, mate?’

The goodest of good eggs, is Dom. The kind of guy everyone wants as a best friend but I’m lucky enough to have. I categorically don’t deserve him and, likewise, the poor bloke doesn’t deserve me. Hence my attempt to glean something from the well-meaning birthday book so I could start being and doing better, at least at everything Dom- and George-related. Although I always knew it was going to be a bit of a stretch on the same day as happy hour.

I lurched past Dom and tripped over the doubled-over doormat. There was a hairy moment when I made a grab at the hall table for support and George’s very special Swarovski crystal Mickey Mouse, from his grandparents in Switzerland, quivered, its beady little disapproving black eyes fixed on me. I froze. Not today, Mickey old fruit.

‘Dom, Domskiiii! Sorry, mate. Sorry, Mickey. Sorry, ball boys.’ I blinked hard and several Doms merged shakily into one. ‘I called in to the Lamb for a quiet one and wouldn’t you know, word got out it was my birthday and next minute . . .’ I put a hand over my mouth and winked, making a concerted effort to stand up straight, befitting the posture of a mature thirty-nine-year-old man who was definitely, absolutely, most probably turning over a new leaf as soon as possible.

I could see George lurking behind his father’s legs with a sly smile, locked, loaded and ready to pile on. Never missed a chance to hurl his twopence in when I was at my weakest, did Georgie. I bloody love that kid.

‘You’re drunk, Danny. You got ’rested on . . . Monday and now you’re drunk. And it’s not even your birthday any more. It’s only once a year you have it, not loads. Dad, Dad, Danny’s drunk, isn’t he?’

George’s delivery made it sound like an alliterative proper noun and it definitely had capitals: Danny’s Drunk, Danny’s Drunk. He repeated it a few more times to drive the point home, but there was really no point in denials. Even someone half as sharp as him could have clocked it, and I definitely wasn’t up for debating my father’s ancient tradition with a six-year-old. Not on my perfectly legitimate second very special day of the year.

‘I got arrested on Tuesday, you doughnut.’ I reached out to ruffle the lovely little shit’s hair and crystal Mickey copped another sideswipe. Only Dom’s well-honed surgeon’s reflexes averted an imminent disaster.

‘Gotcha. Shush, George. God, Danny, I thought you were never coming home. Given up answering your phone, have you?’

I groped my jeans wondering where my phone actually was, and swayed dangerously. Dom reached forward and patted a bulge in my shirt pocket.

‘It’s there, mate. I . . . Oh my god, mind the . . . Shit, you’re absolutely tanked. You honk of beer, and what in the name of all that’s holy are you wearing?’ I looked down at myself and had to do a nifty little double-step to keep my balance. Dom grabbed my arm.

‘Here, give us that bag and take off that . . . Wait, is that the Clash? OK, well, that’s actually quite cool. But I still think take it off, mate. George, stop hovering and go upstairs and get into your pyjamas.’

Dom relieved me of the soggy, mangled bag of food and held it away from his body as several large drips seeped through the split in the bottom and on to his immaculate timber floor. He didn’t even bat an eyelid. Saint Dom, patron saint of drunks; everybody should have one. George just stood there grinning, because he had absolutely no intention of wasting time putting on pyjamas and risk missing any of the fun and games one of my big nights invariably brought.

‘Listen, Danny, there’s something you . . . Well, you might want to try and sober up a bit.’ Dom put a steadying hand on my arm again. ‘You’ve got a visitor.’


I squinted one eye then gave the other a go, trying to focus on Dom’s multiple mouths and concentrate on what they were saying. It sounded important.

‘Eh? What’s that, Domski? Visitor, you say? Who dat?’ I knew from experience most things I say when I’m drunk don’t sound anywhere near as amusing outside my head, but I could usually count on Dom to laugh along. Not this time, Danny old fruit.

‘Someone showed up to see you earlier and she wanted to wait. She kind of wouldn’t take no for an answer, actually.’ The Doms indicated their heads down the hallway. ‘George and I have been . . . Well, George has been doing most of the talking, obviously, but anyhow she’s out there in the kitchen now.’

All I’d wanted was a cup of tea, a cheeky slice of Sara Lee with the boys and then off to my shed bed, but that didn’t look like the way things were going to go down. Instead, if I’d got it right, there was some pushy mystery woman in the next room, quite possibly waiting to take a piece out of me. I suddenly felt a bit queasy.

‘Hey. Come on, you’ll be all right, mate. Couple of deep breaths’ll do you wonders. In and out, let’s go.’ Dom took me by the shoulders and for a few blessed seconds the hallway stopped moving. His hands felt like scaffolding and I got a surge of the feeling I always get around him; ever since the day we met in the queue for an Arctic Monkeys concert in 2009 and all the thousands of days since. Solid, reliable, safe.

There was a time when I thought Dom was the luckiest guy in the world, with his medical degree, his perfect wife, a brilliant kid, and a sensible head that’s taken him on just the right path to a charmed life and a three-million-pound house in Belsize Park. But four years ago, his luck ran out when his lovely, kind, beautiful wife died. And Kath really was perfect, except for that one mutated BRCA gene and the fleeting lapse in judgement when she’d chosen me first. Which lasted about five minutes before all three of us realised the huge mistake she’d made. Far from being jealous, though, I was sadly and wistfully delighted when my best friend and the best girl in the world ended up together. Because together was exactly where they belonged, and I still got to go along for the ride. It was a win for everyone.

Now, though, if I sneak a look at Dom when George asks if Kath can still see him from heaven, or when he wears that green paisley scarf that he probably doesn’t think I know was hers, or when I see him welling up at a dog-eared, tomato-puree-covered page in a recipe book, I think to myself, actually, maybe I’m the lucky one.

‘Danny’s drunk, Danny’s drunk, Danny’s drunk as a skunk!’ George buzzed around my legs, shrieking like a banshee and doing his best to get a reaction. I pushed off from the wall and gave it my best, because we’ve got a deal, me and Georgie.

‘Oi, how very dare you? Less of the skunk, me old mucker! I’m drunk as a monk and much better looking, I’ll have you know!’ George easily dodged my pretend swipe and collapsed on the floor, laughing his posh little head off. I thought how nice it would be to just slide down there with him for a couple of minutes.

‘George, will you please go up and get into your pyjamas. NOW. I’m not going to ask you again.’ Dom would, though, and we all knew it. Me, George – who’d long ago worked out exactly who was the ringmaster of this circus – and even Gentleman, who’d wandered up the hallway to give me the canine version of an eye-roll.

But Dom wasn’t really paying attention to George; he was looking at me with a slight frown and he leaned in closer to speak, like I was a child – kindly, gently, and in words of modest syllables.

‘Listen, mate. I think you’d better get ready for a bit of a . . . surprise.’

‘Eh?’ I machine-gun blinked. ‘A surprise? A birthday surprise?’

The thing is, over the years I’ve been treated to more than one visit from women that, in the nicest possible way (mostly), I’d never expected to see again. So it wasn’t exactly unchartered territory. I got ready to brace myself to face whoever was lying in wait and whatever she wanted to throw at me. Metaphorically. Although it did occur to me that a kitchen might not be the very best place to get reacquainted with a woman potentially scorned.

‘Hit me with it, mate, I’m eddy for renything!’

‘I’m serious, Danny. Look, you need to . . . Wait. Can you just take off that bloody— well, that admittedly rather cool thing, first. Come on.’

The cape I’d ingeniously fashioned out of a Clash Revival tribute band poster was definitely cool, and it was hanging off my shoulders by the skin of its teeth. I’d spotted it down the alley near the pub as I was leaving and had, amazingly, managed to peel it off in almost one piece. I’d immediately declared to a few passers-by that I humbly dedicated the feat to the magical superpowers of rock and roll, and attempted a minute’s silence in honour of Joe Strummer, during which everyone, including me, lost interest.

With Dom’s help, I removed the now shredded poster and shoved it in the corner behind the front door. In hindsight, though, maybe I should have tried summoning those rock and roll superpowers for another shot because, despite Dom’s best efforts at trying to prepare me, I definitely wasn’t ready for the surprise in the kitchen.











4

Danny




The girl sitting at the kitchen table was wearing a pair of thick-rimmed black glasses that looked like late-seventies NHS (so probably bang on trend) and a faded black Bob Dylan tour T-shirt, circa 1974 – which I know because it said, Bob Dylan and The Band, Tour of ’74. She looked about thirteen and wouldn’t even have been a twinkle in her grandfather’s eye when Dylan was knocking on heaven’s door and rolling like a stone, but the more retro the better these days, it seemed. Sometimes I wondered if I could be verging on fashionable myself.

She didn’t say anything at first, and it crossed my mind that if I took just a few more steps I could be through the back door and out to my shed, bypassing the need to even find out who she was. It was quite tempting, but Dom was right behind me and he gently pushed me in the small of my back, so I had no choice but to step forward into the kitchen. Just for a second, though, I leaned back ever so slightly into the scaffolding and it felt lovely.

‘Danny, this is Wolfie. Wolfie, Danny.’

The girl stood up and walked around the table to me.


‘Hey there. Wolfie, is it? Hi. Cool name and, may I say, cool T-shirt. Dylan’s the business. Great taste, babe.’ Shit, no, not babe. She was just a kid and that could definitely have sounded creepy. ‘No, no, not babe. Definitely not. Shit, sorry, I . . .’

‘Dad says Danny calls ladies babe because he don’t remember their names.’

Dom coughed loudly and put his hand over George’s mouth. ‘Shush, George.’ I counted down in my head. Three, two, one . . . ‘And it’s doesn’t remember.’ Bingo.

George is a prime grass and never lets an opportunity pass him by, but in this case, Dom wasn’t entirely wrong, so I decided to let it slide. It didn’t seem to have fazed the girl, though, whose name I definitely did remember, by the way. She put her head down and looked at the floor, but I saw a slight smile when she pulled her fringe down over half her face and extended her hand. It was touch and go, but at the last minute she changed direction slightly to compensate for my wobble and we connected. Her fingers were very small and slightly clammy.

‘Umm, thanks. Yeah, Dylan’s the best and don’t worry about the babe thing, I don’t care. Nice to meet you.’ I was surprised by the strength in both her grip and her gaze when she unexpectedly flipped the fringe back.

‘That’s a big old squeeze you’ve got there.’ I looked pointedly at George. ‘Wolfie.’

As soon as the words left my mouth, she dropped my hand like a hot potato and looked away, embarrassed. Damn. That could have sounded worse than the babe thing.

‘Shit, I didn’t mean . . . Sorry about that, too. And sorry for saying shit again.’ I reached for the edge of the bench, but missed, and Dom and Wolfie both had to grab an arm to steady me, so then it was my turn to be embarrassed.

‘Danny, listen mate, Wolfie’s . . . Actually, hang on, come and sit down.’


Dom steered me towards the nearest chair and lowered me into it. His half-amused, half-annoyed smile was so tender it made me want to cry and I felt a huge rush of drunken love. I cleared my throat.

‘Dom, mate. Maaate. I . . .’

Some version of the drunken I love you chestnut got wheeled out at least once a month for my oldest and dearest friend, who’d given me a home when things hadn’t worked out with my last flat-share. (Who knew two twenty-something solicitors would be so concerned about getting their five a day and eight a night? Seriously, it was like living in a retirement village.) When the end came, which it was always going to, because it always did, Dom was there without judgement or recrimination, both of which I’d heartily deserved. And even though he’d had one of four very comfortable spare bedrooms and not his damp garden shed in mind, my gratitude for the roof over my head was so real it was always just there, under the surface, waiting to be expressed.

I managed to rein myself in though, because I realised a passionate declaration of love might be a bit much in front of a guest. Ah, but it’s true. I love him. I adore him. He’s totally loveable, Dom is. A diamond.

‘Bloody diamond you are, mate,’ I muttered under my breath.

Dom squeezed my shoulder gently. ‘OK, fella.’ My resolve made a U-turn and headed for the window.

‘Dom, you know I bloody love—’

‘Yes, yes, you love me. I know. I love you too, mate. George loves you, the dog loves you, the ladies love you. We all love you. Listen now, I’ve got to tell you something.’ He sat on the edge of the table and faced me, so I had nowhere else to look but straight at him. ‘About Wolfie. She’s—’ I saw the two of them exchange a quick look and another wave of giddiness washed over me. ‘Look, there isn’t really a non-dramatic way of saying this, so I think the best thing is probably just to say it.’


Hold it. Whoa, Nelly. Jesus, Mary and all the saints in their pants, was this the moment my past came back to haunt me? That Hollywood movie moment when a kid turns up on the doorstep and tells the hero that, despite very strict rules about responsible sex and all that stuff, he’s become an instant father, ready or not. I took a deep constitutional breath and told myself it was all going to be OK, because I was a decent bloke and I was eddy for renything.

I was aware Dom was talking but I’d stopped listening, because I was concentrating very hard on the girl and I wasn’t really capable of multitasking at that point. It made sense. Those strangely familiar mannerisms, that weird electricity I felt when I shook her hand. Bob Dylan. Holy shit, could I be right? Was this kid actually mine?

‘Holy shit.’

‘DANNY! Shut up and listen.’

I put my hand out to brace myself against the table so I could shut up and listen and, unexpectedly, I locked on to the steady brown eyes behind those heavy-framed glasses. Just for a couple of seconds, as the oncoming déjà vu express rounded the corner and pulled into the station, I felt as clear-headed as a choir boy.

‘The thing is, Danny, Wolfie’s—’

If I could have got word to him, it might well have gone down as the proudest moment of Dr Spooner’s life as, with the greatest of ease, all of a sudden I was there. Bang in the moment. The moment my mouth caught up to my brain and I clocked where I’d seen those brown eyes before.

‘Holy shit. Lou.’
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I didn’t really think it was my long-lost sister standing there in front of me in her possibly fake NHS glasses and her Bob Dylan T-shirt. Not for more than a breath, anyhow. But just slightly short of the time it took for Dom to say the actual words, I knew who that kid belonged to. And it wasn’t me.

Nobody said anything for a good few seconds after the name clanged (stiff, unused and much, much louder than I’d expected) out of my mouth. But being the only proper adult in the room, Dom was the first to recover.

‘What?’ His head swivelled from me to Wolfie, then back again. ‘No, mate, it’s Wolfie. I told you. But actually . . . Well, that’s the thing I was trying to say. She’s your sister’s . . . she’s Lou’s daughter. So, I suppose you were right in a way, but . . . I mean, how did you know?’

Now that I knew what I was looking at, I couldn’t stop looking, because it truly felt like I’d tripped into a pleat and accidentally got folded back in time. The girl’s likeness to my sister was uncanny and it was almost laughable, the ease with which a decade and a half of hard work to forget that face (those eyes, that heart) had gone down the tubes.


‘Hold it. Hang on a minute.’ I was snapped out of my semi-trance by the sharp tone of Wolfie’s voice. She pointed a small finger in my direction, and for a second I thought she was going to jab me in the chest. I leaned back reflexively, but she just waggled it around in the air in front of me. ‘Why’d you . . . Do you mean you already knew about me? That I’m your . . . that you’re my uncle?’

I could feel the weight of four sets of eyes on me. George had gone unusually quiet, which meant he was probably ramping up for a blinder (and still not in his pyjamas). Gentleman’s attention was riveted on my chin, probably weighing up the option of eating my face off for a whiff of leftover burger. Wolfie was staring equally intensely, waiting for her answer, and Dom just looked confused. I cleared my throat, straightened my back, and attempted to assemble some of the words that were staggering around on the tip of my tongue into something sensible. It was a job of work, I’ve got to say.

‘No, no, that’s not what I meant.’ Although I’ve got no idea what I did mean. ‘First of all, I didn’t even know you existed until just now.’ And I’m still not sure I’m not hallucinating. ‘It’s just that you’re . . . Well, you really look like . . .’ I shrugged and trailed off because surely she got the picture. ‘And second, I think we all just need to calm down and have some tea, yeah?’ Strong finish – well done, Mulberry!

It was pretty clear I was the only one in the room who needed to calm down, but I, like my father before me, have always been of the opinion there’s no occasion that can’t be improved by a good brew. I had a fleeting urge to get out the red paint again and spread that one across the pavement in front of Ray’s house.

‘You stay there, mate, I’ll do the tea. Concentrate on some deep breathing and get this down you.’ Dom handed me a pint glass of water and stood over me while I drained it. He refilled it straight away and put it down in front of me. ‘You’ll be all right.’


It wasn’t the first time Dom had sorted me out after a night on the sauce, so we both knew the drill. Sometimes it felt like all that was left was for him to whip out a picture book and tell me it was time for teeth and bed. If only.

‘I get that a lot, actually. That I look like my . . . like Lou.’ I managed to keep Wolfie’s face in focus when she spoke, although I felt like I’d slightly lost my place.

‘Well, you do. You really, really do. But don’t worry, I’m not totally nuts. I didn’t actually think you were her. My mouth just got ahead of the old brainbox for a sec.’ Not an unusual occurrence, but there was no need to admit that. I could feel the pint of water finally hitting the spot, so now, how was I going to put this?

‘Um, so—’

‘How the hell did I find you and what the hell am I doing here?’ I nearly got whiplash from the speed of her retort.

‘Well, OK, yeah. I guess that is sort of what I was going to ask.’ I felt like I was on the back foot again, and not just because I was drunk.

Wolfie’s eyes didn’t leave my face as she reached behind the fruit bowl and slid a folded-over newspaper across the table. Her nails were painted with dark navy polish, which was smudged over the edges on to her fingers, and she was pointing at a photo.

‘Page three, this week’s Double. Dom said you guys didn’t even know it was in there.’ To be fair, apart from the Guardian, not many newspapers get a look in around here, so that part was no surprise. I leaned forward for a better view of the photo and saw that someone had given the guy some heavy treatment with a purple felt tip. I was still trying to work out what it had to do with me, when George got back in the game and saved me the trouble.

‘It’s YOU, you big doughnut! You’s in the newspaper!’ Before I had time to digest what he was saying, he snatched up the paper and started waving it around in my face and dancing on the spot. ‘You’re famous, Danny, look! Famous for being ruuuuude! Look at your spaghetti arms!’

‘George, pipe down!’ Dom made a successful grab for the paper and placed it back down in front of me, smoothing his hand across the photo. I closed one eye and leaned in, banging my forehead on the pint glass of water on the way. My brain gently reverberated. Was George serious? Was that me? I squinted and the caption underneath the defaced photo came into focus.


Danny Mulberry, 42, of Glenmore Road, Belsize Park, makes his feelings clear as he is arrested for graffitiing the pavement outside what turned out to be his own home.


As in shamefully slow motion it sank in that, underneath all the purple felt tip, that wild-haired and – fair play – spaghetti-armed guy was in fact me (although excuse me very much, forty-two?), I realised Wolfie was talking.

‘. . . and then, like I said to Dom, something twigged, because that name’s not exactly Smith, is it? Mulberry, I mean. And when I compared this to my mother’s old photos, let’s face it, you haven’t really changed that much, have you? Well . . .’ She looked at me sideways. ‘You’re much older, obviously, but I figured two and two usually equals four. Or forty-two in your case.’ That’s it, I was definitely going to be suing for defamation at my earliest possible convenience.

Despite the water, I still wasn’t firing on all cylinders, so I’d missed a lot of what Wolfie had said. But I was fairly confident I had the basics. Courtesy of Ray’s lightning reflexes and very un-neighbourly attitude, a photo of me had somehow ended up in the paper. Then this girl, who happened to be the niece I’d had no idea existed, had stumbled across it out of the blue. The odds of that must have been longer than the chance of getting quadruple pineapples on the fruit machine at the Lamb and Flag. But then again, look how that turned out.

‘They didn’t even bother blurring out the house number. Look.’ Wolfie poked the picture again. ‘I told Dom you should think about suing.’ One step ahead of you, kid. ‘I mean, it’d be a bit rough if you’ve done something to upset some psycho and they show up on your doorstep with a vendetta and a loaded gun.’

Wolfie raised an eyebrow and I briefly wondered about the contents of the backpack that was hanging off her chair. At the mention of a gun, George’s eyes turned into planets and he fixed them on Wolfie like she was about to offer him communion.

‘I’ve been here for ages, by the way. But I thought I might as well wait.’ She shrugged and looked down at the photo. ‘Dom said you always come back from the pub, eventually.’ Always. ‘Although sometimes pretty smashed.’ True story.

‘Unless he meets a girl, and then he doesn’t come home till the next day, even after I’ve gone to school.’ Bloody hell, George. I took a swig from the mug of scalding tea that Dom had put in front of me at some point and enjoyed the comforting pain as it seared past my sternum.

‘Zip it, you little squealer. But as it goes, Wolfie, you might as well know, the rumours are true. I am quite often drunk.’ The tea landed in my belly and it felt like bliss. ‘Matter of fact, I’m drunk now.’

Nobody said a word. Not even George, who was usually the first to call out a statement of the bleeding obvious. Through the kitchen window I could see out into the semi-dark garden, where my cosy shed bed was waiting. But it seemed so far away it was like staring into one of those black holes George and I had talked about at such length for his homework the week before. It felt like a long time before the not inconsiderable power vested in me by Tetley’s tea enabled me to speak again.


‘I’m not, however, too drunk to have one very important question for you.’

My voice sounded croaky and distant, and I wondered if it was already halfway into that black hole without me. Wolfie raised one eyebrow again and inclined her head slightly. The familiarity of the movement sent my stomach to my toes.

‘Does your mother . . . does Lou know you’re here?’

When Wolfie spoke, a thousand tonnes of space dust ricocheted through my ears. I wrapped my fingers around the edge of my chair and held on.

‘As a matter of fact, she doesn’t, no. And pardon my French, but I’m not sure she’d be very fucking happy about it if she did.’
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‘Wolfie said the F-word, Wolfie said the F-word! Dad, did you hear her?’ George spun around on the spot several times, slapping his thighs in unrestrained joy. ‘That’s not French, Wolfie, it’s a big fat English swear word!’

George is always magnificently beside himself when somebody drops a bomb, and nine times out of ten that somebody is me. I probably should have enjoyed the pleasure of not being the one in the frame for once, but frankly I was too busy yearning for the good old days, when all I had to worry about was getting the key in the front door.

George’s enthusiasm, which I often encouraged and even more often egged on, was a bit overwhelming, so I was relieved when Dom ordered him to pipe down and go upstairs and get into his pyjamas. For the last time. Or else.

‘But Daaaad, Wolfie said the—’

‘NOW, George. No arguments. You can come back down for some of Danny’s chocolate cake if you make it quick.’

Knows how to pick his battles, does George. It’s what gives him the edge; I’ve always known how much I could learn from that kid. I saw him weighing up the situation and getting ready to negotiate. Get in there, Georgie.

‘Wolfie’s still going to be here when I come back though, right?’

‘Well, that’s entirely up to Wolfie.’ Dom looked over at her and wrinkled his forehead enquiringly. It was such a casual gesture it made me wonder just how long they’d been chatting before I got home. And about what.

‘Yeah, sure. Well, I mean I’ll have to head off soon, but I can definitely wait for you to come back down, George. And I do like cake.’

Wolfie flicked a look over to me as she spoke, and for a second our eyes connected. It was very quick, but the look left me slightly rattled. It had almost felt like a challenge.

Satisfied with his side of the deal, George signed off on the contract and ran out of the kitchen. I could hear his little feet landing hard on every step, and after each stomp, Gentleman, who shadowed him like an amateur secret agent, let out a high-pitched yip. It never really took much to get those two excited, but I think even my dog had twigged this was not your regular kind of night.

Dom busied himself separating soggy chocolate cake from cardboard, chicken and fish sticks, and Wolfie and I sat on opposite sides of the table and faced off in silence, considering our options. Or I certainly was. Although they seemed fairly sparse once I’d eliminated dropping to the floor and crawling out to my shed commando-style without anyone noticing.

The tea and water had sharpened me up a little, but I knew I was going to have to put in a bit more effort if I didn’t want Wolfie to get the impression she was dealing with a complete lunatic. For all I knew, she’d run away from home and was just here on the off chance I’d lend her a tenner, and a kid out on the streets of London after seven o’clock wasn’t exactly headline news. But then, it also wasn’t nothing, was it? God knows I was on the streets more often than I wasn’t at that age, but they were different times and I’d had a reason to stay out. Which made me think.

My drooping eyelids were threatening to overwhelm me, and I jumped when Dom placed a stack of side plates down and prodded me in the arm. Wolfie was chasing crumbs around the table with her finger, and I felt a stab of guilt in my solar plexus when I remembered how heartily I’d promised Dom I’d do the clean-up after breakfast that morning. He jabbed me again, and when I looked up, he twitched his head and gave the side-eye in Wolfie’s direction.

I got the hint. I was on my own.

‘Wolfie, so when you say . . .’ My throat constricted unexpectedly, and I had to turn it into a cough and try again. ‘Does Lou . . . Well, are you sure it’s OK for you to be out at this time of night?’

If what happened next was a stare-down, which I suspected it was, Wolfie definitely won, because after about two seconds I couldn’t hack the pressure and my eyelids started rapid blinking on their own. Her reaction was the last thing I expected, though, because she burst out laughing, which caused a flurry of crumbs to drift off the table and on to the floor. I was gutted for Gentleman, missing out on such easy pickings.

‘Of course. God, yeah. I’ve been catching the Tube by myself since I was eleven.’ The laugh had blown her fringe off her face and the sight of those eyes made my gut lurch again. ‘It’s all good, seriously. What I said before, I didn’t mean Lou doesn’t know I’m out. I just meant she doesn’t know I . . .’ She stopped and it looked like she was choosing her next words carefully. ‘I just didn’t exactly tell her where I was going, that’s all.’

I saw her glance down at the newspaper, and followed her gaze to the photo of me. I realised those purple felt-tip additions had probably improved on how I’d really looked that morning. And now.

‘She doesn’t know you’ve gone all Columbo and tracked down your long-lost uncle, you mean?’ The word felt strange on my tongue. Uncle. Never had one, never been one. Only a few minutes ago I’d just been another guy with a skinful; now I was a whole different person. Somehow the thought of being an uncle made me feel more adult than the fake news of being forty-two. The microwave pinged behind me and the smell of warm, rich chocolate wafted across the kitchen.

‘Yeah. No. I mean, I’ve got no idea who Columbo is, but Lou hasn’t seen the thing in the paper, no. And she’s got no idea I’ve found my . . . you.’ She moved and I thought she was about to reach for my hand, but she just placed hers on the worn timber table like we were squaring off for a game of knuckles.

‘Seriously.’ She splayed her fingers without taking her eyes off me. ‘Don’t worry about it. It was a spur-of-the-moment kind of thing – that’s why I didn’t tell Lou I was coming. I just didn’t want her worrying.’ She slumped back and shrugged. ‘Parents. You know how it is.’

The thought of my sister (who I’d last seen crying in the back of a taxi heading down the Holloway Road when she was only a few years older than Wolfie) being a parent hit me even harder than the uncle thing. Thankfully, George and Gentleman blew back into the kitchen like a two-headed dervish for a perfect distraction.

‘Wolfie, hey, look at my PJs. Do you like them? That’s Buzz Lightyear, look. Look at his massive chin. Danny says you could bang nails with that chin. Do you like him? I love him. He’s my favourite superhero. Danny reckons Buzz is the duck’s nuts, don’t you, Danny?’

I do, as it goes.

‘George, don’t be bonkers. I never said that – you must have misheard me. I said he’s the truck’s guts.’

‘No, you didn’t! You said—’ I reached forward, dragged George on to my lap and put my hand over his mouth. He was warm and solid against my chest and I felt another surge of love.


‘Don’t worry, George, I believe you.’ Wolfie gave him the double thumbs up just as he managed to wrench my hand away from his mouth.

‘See, Danny! Wolfie reckons you’re a big fat liar! You did so say the duck’s—’

‘All right, that’s enough, George. Now, who’s ready for cake?’ George immediately stopped wriggling and grabbed a fork as Dom handed out plates of cake.

I shifted his bony bum to a more comfortable spot on my thigh and snuck a look over at Wolfie. See? Like Dom said, kids and dogs love me, and isn’t that the best measure of a good man? A good uncle, maybe? On cue, Gentleman threw himself theatrically at my feet and gazed up adoringly as a thin thread of drool escaped the corner of his mouth. The fact that George was the messiest eater in the house and required hyper-vigilant surveillance at all times was absolutely not the reason.

‘I love chocolate cake! Aren’t you going to eat yours, Danny? I’ll have it if you don’t want it.’ Cake was the last thing I felt like, but George was already on critical, so he didn’t need anyone else’s share of the sugar. I batted him away and forced a forkful into my mouth.

‘Jog on, you cheeky turnip, this is all mine. In fact, I might even have yours as well.’ I made a faux snatch for his plate.

‘All right, all right, George. Calm down. You have yours and Danny will have his, OK?’ Dom pointed a finger in our direction. ‘And you are definitely not having any more cake than what’s already in your mouth and on your plate. Danny, you calm down too.’ I poked George in the ribs, and he cackled.

For a while, the only noises were the sound of forks on plates and a couple of hopeful whimpers from Gentleman. I was focused on getting my piece of cake down and, more importantly, keeping it down, when Dom stabbed me lightly in the arm with the handle of his fork.


‘Oi. Earth to Danny. Where were you, mate? Thought you’d gone into a lager coma for a minute there.’ The thought was scarily appealing, but I kept it quiet.

‘Sorry, mate. Coma. Right. Yeah. No. I’m here, present and accounted for. What were you saying?’ Dom rolled his eyes at me, but he smiled.

‘Well, I wasn’t saying anything, but Wolfie was saying that . . . Hey, are you OK, mate? You’re looking a bit green around the gills.’

‘I’m fine. Sorry, Wolfie, what did you say?’

‘I just said—’

‘We already told Wolfie all about you, Danny. Didn’t we, Dad?’ George sprayed his conversation through a mouthful of cake and Gentleman moved to amber alert. ‘About how you sleep out in the shed instead of in the house and how they didn’t want you at your job any more, again. And that’s like . . .’ George looked down at his fingers and realised there was no way there’d be enough. ‘About a million jobs you’ve had. And how you won loads of money at the pub and now you can’t even be bothered looking for a new job, and—’

‘All right, George. Let someone else get a word in.’ I could see Dom watching me carefully. It wouldn’t have surprised me if he knew exactly what was going through my head, because we’ve been friends a long time and he can read me like one of George’s very short bedtime stories. He reached across and tapped my forearm a couple of times.

‘Deep breaths, mate. Come on, you’ll be all right.’

‘Yeah, you’ll be all right, BABE.’ George was drunk on cake, past-bedtime-ness and, I’d just realised by the way he was fixated on Wolfie, love. Imagine. Lucky kid. I shook my head and there was a slight clearing of fog.

‘Well, it sounds like you’ve heard all the important stuff, Wolfie.’

‘You were at the pub a long time, Danny.’ Wolfie smiled, fork poised in the air.


Dom burst out laughing at the deadpan return. ‘Touché!’

A tiny crumb of chocolate cake quivered at the edge of her mouth and I got the distinct feeling she’d won something again.

‘Yeah, anyway, what I was going to say is that it’s no big deal, but I should probably let you know something. As I’m here.’ She glanced between Dom and me like she wasn’t sure who she should really be addressing. In the end, she decided to talk to her fork.

‘Lou’s had . . . Well, there was a bit of an accident.’

I was still getting over the sound of my sister’s name, so Dom responded before I’d even processed the rest of what Wolfie had said.

‘Is she OK? What happened?’

Her eyes flicked over to me and immediately I wished I’d got there first. The strikes were piling up.

‘Yeah, she’s fine. Well, not exactly fine, but OK. She was on her moped and a Tesco van came around the corner and . . .’ She stared at her fork intently. ‘I guess they didn’t see each other. Anyhow, she’s a bit banged up, but she’s OK. At the hospital they said she was very lucky.’

‘Wow, I’m sorry to hear that. When did it happen? Is she still in the hospital?’ Dom has the ability to sound concerned, calm and reassuring all at the same time, like every little thing is going to be all right. When I first met him, I thought his bedside manner must be part of what they teach you at medical school, but I know now it’s just on account of him being a bloody top bloke.

‘No, no, she’s home now. It was like, more than a week ago. She only stayed in hospital two nights, but she’s been signed off work for a bit.’

Something had changed in Wolfie’s voice and I ducked around from behind George’s ear to look at her. Her head was down, and she was mashing what was left of her cake into the plate. The stark white of her parting stood out like a scar against her dark hair and, without warning, another image appeared in front of my eyes, so sharp and clear I almost recoiled. Of a small, laughing girl with messy brown hair and a hand that always wanted to hold mine. A girl who walked so close to my elbow we threw the same shadow.

A girl who was always there, until she wasn’t.

And, pardon my French, but it felt like a punch in the fucking chest.
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Danny




Dom walked me out to the shed that night, like he always did if he was still up when I came home from a big night. Just to make sure I didn’t impale myself on the edge of the door (still got the scar on my forehead), or end up falling asleep on the back patio on the coldest night of the year (still got that one persistent haemorrhoid).

We passed the abandoned half-dug veggie patch, and I caught sight of an empty coffee mug tipped on its side next to a collection of Dom’s expensive garden tools lying in the dirt. I hadn’t even worked out what they all were before I’d lost interest.

‘Sorry, Dom, I was going to . . .’ I waved my arm in the direction of the mound of dirt, but I didn’t bother finishing my sentence. I was bored of my own excuses and I knew as sure as that round-tip shovel (or maybe not) that Dom had heard it all before.

‘It’s all right. Come on, old boy.’ Dom put a steadying hand on my back, and we walked the few metres across the damp grass to the shed. He leaned around me to give the door a shove, but just as I was about to step inside, he grabbed my shoulder.

‘You know I’ve got you, right, Danny boy?’


‘Yeah, yeah, thanks, mate. I’ve got it from here. Cheers, big ears.’ I attempted a punch at his arm and missed.

‘Yeah. That’s not what I meant.’ I looked into those kind, clear eyes that always felt like home and felt the pressure from his hand increase. ‘I mean Wolfie, and your . . . and Lou. I’ll be here for you, you know? Whatever you need.’

I knew. I’d known what he meant the first time, of course. Because my mate is that rarest of birds. Says what he means and means what he says, and always, always does the right thing, does Dom. Just a few of his many desirable traits that I wish could have miraculously rubbed off on me, because it might have saved me a whole lot of mistakes with life, the universe and everything. Women, particularly.

‘They’re your family, mate. Nothing matters more, trust me. None of it.’

In the silence that followed I felt both the absence and the presence of Kath, and not for the first time I marvelled at how selfish I could be. Dom was always so zen and level-headed, it was easy to forget how much the guy had lost. I decided I was definitely going to go in and finish Dr Spooner’s book there and then. I was absolutely going to put those tools away where they belonged tomorrow. I was categorically going to do better.

I leaned forward to plant a kiss on his lovely shiny, soap-smelling balding head and I got there, first go. He shoots, he scores. Result.

‘Thanks, Dom. And by the way – you can’t stop me – I love you, mate. You absolute diamond bloody geezer.’

 

Fifteen minutes later, having predictably given up on Dr Spooner in under sixty seconds but wide awake and suffering the first stages of a hangover, I’d started reliving the latter part of the evening. In my own defence, it would have been quite a lot for anyone to take in. Not to mention I wasn’t even 100 per cent sure some things had really happened.

Had Gentleman hit the mother lode and chugged down half a Sara Lee’s Finest chocolate cake off the kitchen bench while our backs weren’t even turned? Had Wolfie really told us her father had developed an app that creates a calorie-controlled weekend menu based on your activity for the preceding week? And had I actually nodded off at the table long enough for George to decorate my face with a chocolate icing moustache and a scar so I matched the photo in the paper?

Those and many other questions kept a good night’s sleep at bay, but there was one very clear memory that threatened to do a lot more than just disrupt my kip. The one where I was standing at the front door watching Dom put a fifteen-year-old (as it turned out) girl into an Uber, after promising her that when her Uncle Danny sobered up, he’d have a serious talk to him about reconnecting with her mother.

And I wasn’t too drunk to notice that, by the look on her face as she shook my hand and walked out of the same door I’d so cavalierly bounded through such a short time before, that had been the real victory she’d been there for.
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Wolfie




I give up trying to get back to sleep at 4 a.m. and sneak into Lou’s room. The streetlights make long shadows and I can see she’s still in the same position as when I got home from Belsize Park, curled on her side with her back to the window, one arm covering her eyes.

I don’t intend to wake her up to lie, but when I crawl in beside her and try to melt myself silently into her shape, she opens her eyes and I panic.

‘Hey, you. Have fun? What movie did you see?’

‘Yeah, it was great. The one with the cops and . . .’ I’m blanking and I wish I’d thought to do my research. Rookie mistake. ‘The robot guy. You know.’

She’s already halfway back to sleep but she manages a small nod, and I know I got away with it. I’ve never lied to her before and it feels like I just broke something.

The change of scenery hasn’t done me any favours and I scrunch up next to Lou listening to her breathe, as wide awake as I’ve been for the last six hours, thinking about a few things I know for sure after last night.


Danny Mulberry is definitely my uncle. The real Danny Mulberry is a lot different to the guy in that story in the Double. And this thing I’ve started isn’t going away.

I close my eyes and wonder how far out of your depth you can go before you start to drown.

 

Here’s a short list of things I’m very good at:


Making my own nutritionally balanced school lunches.

Writing my own exemption letters for excursions.

Signing my own report cards (I even add the occasional comment: That’s my girl! So proud of Wolfie!).

Coming up with dinners that don’t require too much chewing.

Stirring a cup of tea quietly, so the spoon doesn’t touch the sides.

Sweeping the carpet (quieter than the hoover).

Conversational Spanish (Bien hecho! Esa es mi chica Wolfie!).

Measuring my mother’s mood by the dent in her pillow.

Fluffing out dents in my mother’s pillow.

Keeping secrets.

The occasional bout of magic.


I’m not going to say what’s up with my mother is entirely my fault, but it’s always seemed like a bit of a coincidence that by all accounts things were going gangbusters for Lou until I came along. She’s never actually said that, of course, but I’ve spent more than a few minutes cross-checking the before-me and after-me photos and it’s given me quite a bit to think about.

In the oldest ones, when she’s a little kid, she looks like she literally doesn’t have a care in the world: halfway up a tree, holding on with one hand; on the beach running after a dog, shouting something back to the camera. Photos of her as a teenager when she’s cool and confident in her school uniform, then older in blurry shots at pubs or concerts, head back laughing, glass of wine in her hand. Right up to the photos when she’s crazy pregnant and looking like a hot jam doughnut about to pop, Lou seems almost ridiculously happy. In my favourite one, she and my dad are in front of a waterfall somewhere hot and Mediterranean, laughing their young, good-looking heads off, as happy as Larry. Their inside arms are wrapped around each other and their spare hands are on Lou’s massive belly. Me. Her bikini bottom is pushed right down under the bump and, even though I know she was about nineteen or twenty, she looks like a little kid who’s swallowed a watermelon.

My dad’s name actually is Larry, which Lou once said could have been half their problem. Because even though she tried really hard for a long time, she could never be as happy as Larry. And he could never understand why.

When I was about five, he invented a piece of software that collated medical data streams two hundred times faster than anything else on the market. It turned out to be a pretty genius idea, and his company gave him a promotion and sent him to their head office in Kyoto. We stayed, and that, folks, was all she wrote.

‘Call me Lou,’ my mother said not long after he left, and when I asked why, she said, ‘So I can remember who I am.’ There’s no way I could have known what she meant, but I must have thought it was important, because I remember lying in bed repeating Lou, Lou, Lou under the covers for a week of nights so I’d remember to stay on brand.

It’s probably a shame I didn’t get more of my father in the gene lottery, because he’s a pretty sweet dude. I like him a lot. Love him, really, although he does remain conspicuous in his absence, as Lou likes to say. But even though he’s ended up half a world away, he’s done his best for me over the past ten years, via a tsunami of paper lanterns, origami cranes and other stuff sent through the post.


When his lovely Japanese replacement wife Meiko came along, the gifts went up a notch and started to include strange-tasting sweets and cute miniature knick-knacks. Once it was a tiny ceramic owl in a cloth-covered box with a paper wish for a thousand lifetimes of happiness. Another time it was a lucky waving golden cat, whose eyes went from side to side when you shook it. On the first day, I shook it so much its eyes jammed left and never moved again, but it continues to wave and wish me luck on demand.

Whenever he comes back to England, which is about once a year but not always, my dad takes me to places like the zoo or the Science Museum or the National Portrait Gallery. Then we drive to Kent to visit his parents, my grandparents, who are very, very nice and seem just as happy as Larry. We drink tea and eat homemade ginger cake and none of us ever mention the fact that we only see each other once a year (but not always), even though they only live a couple of hours away from us. Lou says, even though I should definitely see them, that part of her life is over. But they always ask after her, and Grandma always gives me a slice of cake to take back.

‘Send your mother our love,’ Grandad always says. So I do, and sometimes that goes well and sometimes it doesn’t. One year, ‘That part of my life is over, Wolfie,’ was the last thing Lou said for a week.

It’s not her fault, though, none of it, and I know how hard she tries because I’ve been watching her my whole life. But it wasn’t until I was about seven and started occasionally visiting other kids’ houses that I realised not everyone’s mother took up residence under a duvet on the sofa for weeks at a time. Lou’s had numerous holidays abroad on our sofa over the years. Sometimes she even likes to research a cover story, flicking through travel brochures I’ve picked up on the way home from school, memorising restaurants and landmarks in various sunny locations, so she won’t be caught short if any of her colleagues ask questions. We tell ourselves it’s almost as good as the real thing and there’s no lining up for passport control.


Lou’s boss Jackie has covered for her for years, by letting her have more sick days than she’s officially allowed and approving her annual leave at very short notice. Once, Jackie called around to drop off some flowers and a couple of forms for Lou to sign, and when she was leaving, she gave me a huge hug and told me it wouldn’t always be this way. ‘I promise,’ she said. Jackie’s the only one who knows the truth about Lou’s sofa holidays and she’s a sweet woman for someone so deluded.

Sometimes I try to imagine myself in my mother’s place on that sofa. What I’d do if it were my skin wrapped around my bones so tight it felt like somebody could bounce marbles off it; or if it were me who felt like I was living in the mouth of a whale trying to get out through the gaps in its teeth, like krill. I think about whether I’d do things any differently, or any better than her, and I really don’t know.

Because the thing is, when I look in the mirror, I can’t always see my dad, but I can see the blueprint of Lou so clearly I sometimes wonder if we’re actually the same person, just siphoned into two bodies. The theory adds up when stuff happens like I can’t sleep because I’m worrying about Lou’s guys from the housing centre and whether they’ve all got somewhere safe to go that night. Or when I’m scared to go home after school when she’s on one of her sofa breaks in case she’s still holding on to the same cup of tea I made her eight hours ago, but then I nearly kill myself in my hurry to get back there.

And the truth is, when I see my mother looking back at me from the mirror, it scares the shit out of me on the one hand and makes me prouder than all get-out on the other. So I really, really don’t know.

When I was eleven a very kind doctor once told me I should just be there for Lou. We were sitting in his office and Lou was crying, and I was churning inside like an industrial washing machine trying to pretend everything was normal.


‘It’s not your responsibility, Wolfie. All you can do is just be there for your mother when she needs you,’ he said. He said it twice, actually, and if he hadn’t been quite so nice I might have shouted at him. Like, I heard you the first time, buddy, and by the way, don’t you get it? I am there. I’m never not there. And mightn’t that be a problem?

I didn’t shout though, I just nodded and said, OK, I’ll continue to be there and not just because I haven’t had any job offers in Kyoto. Which made my mother stop crying for a minute and laugh snottily, so that was an unexpectedly good turn of events. The doctor had no idea what I was talking about, but he nodded and wrote something down in a notepad, which could have been the solution to everything wrong with us or his shopping list.

Lou says she’s not depressed, she’s just sad sometimes and she’s waiting for it to pass. She’s repeated that line quite a few times over the years, mostly when I probably wasn’t supposed to be listening. This particular doctor clearly begged to differ, though, because five minutes into the appointment he suggested prescribing her some medication. For depression.

When he droned out the seven-syllable name of the pills, his stomach let out a massive rumble that we all pretended not to hear. Lou said politely that she wasn’t depressed (which I’d almost considered announcing myself when we got there, to save everyone the trouble), and he opened his mouth like he was about to say something. But then he looked at the clock on the wall and just went, fair enough, try some vitamin B, drink plenty of water and join a club. In other words, tell your story walking, lady, because it’s lunchtime and I can only do so much on an empty stomach. I remember watching a fly tiptoe its way across his desk and thinking, Just take them, Lou. Take the pills even if there’s just the slightest chance they’ll make you feel better. Why wouldn’t you just take them?

That’s what I thought when I was eleven, but now I’m older and wiser and full of the joys of critical thinking, there’s a massive part of me that’s proud of her for not giving in. For staying hopeful and going it alone. You go, girl. Viva la revolución. It might even work one of these days.

And the thing is, it’s not always like this. In the days and weeks and even months between those sofa holidays, there are plenty of times it feels like we could be on the verge of being almost as happy as Larry.

Because my mother’s not depressed, she’s just sad and we’re waiting for it to pass.

 

It’s properly light now. Someone starts a car down on the street and Lou rolls over to face me, but she doesn’t wake up. My arm’s gone numb and I need the loo, but I want to lie here for a bit longer beside her.

I watch her sleeping face and think, like this, how ridiculously easy it is to see the little kid from those old photos. Not a care in the world. But then I’m back at Belsize Park, where I’ve been all night in my head, remembering the stuff Dom and George told me about themselves and George’s mum, and the stuff I didn’t tell them about me. And my mum.

I think about that moment when my Uncle Danny shook my hand and just for that second it was like everything in my brain went high definition. Because even though he was as drunk as anyone I’ve ever seen, when I felt his big hand wrap around mine all I could think was, Holy shit. Maybe I’ve actually come to the right place.

I watch my mother’s sleeping face and think about drowning. She opens her eyes and the kid in the photos scarpers.

‘Hey, you,’ I say.
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Danny




The morning after Wolfie came, with the sun blasting through the small cracked window of the shed as I struggled my way out of sleep, I wondered if Dr Spooner’s dream manifestations had actually worked, and I’d been picked up by a northerly wind and transported down to Bondi Beach in the night. It felt like I could sizzle an egg on my cheek, and when I rolled over and tried to blink myself properly awake, only one of my eyes did what it was told.

I was concentrating on trying to unglue the other one when the pipes underneath the sink let out a sharp crack, followed by an elongated groan as someone in the house turned on a tap. I shot up in bed, banging my head on the wall behind me on the way. No matter how often it happened, it still always caught me by surprise, but there was no way I was going to try to work out the mysteries of that plumbing ever again. Not after last time. Dom and George had not been best pleased having to go thirty-six hours without running water in the house while the tap over my sink flowed like the Zambezi.

I put my hand up to feel the bump that was already forming on the back of my head, and a flurry of cake crumbs dropped out of my hair on to the duvet. That I was still fully dressed in the clothes and shoes I’d put on almost twenty-four hours before was no real novelty, but as the events of the previous evening began to parachute in, I remembered that a bit of cake in my bed and an egg on my head might soon be the least of my worries.

Even putting aside my drunkenness and the (yes, thank you, Dom) surprise of it all, I knew I should have handled things better with Wolfie. But the times I do what I should, or even what I could, after a shedload of beer are about as rare as a yak milk cappuccino. Because of course I should have asked Wolfie straight up if she knew what she was dealing with. More precisely, whether she was aware of the reason her uncle hadn’t ever popped up at any family Christmases with a sack of presents and a bottle of sherry. I would have thought she’d have serious doubts about the wisdom of tracking me down if she had even the slightest idea of the truth.

But I hadn’t asked, so now I had to go with my gut feeling; that Wolfie knew as much about that situation as anyone else on the planet, apart from my sister and me. Which was extremely very little, as George would say.

 

I’ve lost my sister twice. Both times have been through the carelessness of age, but the things you couldn’t care less about when you’re nine are very different from the things you don’t give a shit about when you’re twenty-three. And so are the consequences.

The first time I lost Lou was because instead of keeping my mind on the job I’d been given – namely looking after my favourite and only sister for half an hour while my mother had a little lie-down – my nine-year-old arse was hanging out of a stormwater drain trying to retrieve my most prized possession, hurled there in a fit of anger by my soon-to-be-ex-best friend, Joe Fletcher.


There were, of course, extenuating circumstances around Joe’s actions, involving two weeks of simmering tension, a ten-year-old femme fatale called Katie, and a clumsily executed kiss in Joe’s parents’ downstairs loo. But to my mind, the significance and quality of that brief encounter nowhere near justified the cost of a cricket ball signed by the great Phil Tufnell himself. Thirty years later, that’s still a hill I’d be delighted to die on.

Keen to help in the search and rescue mission, Lou decided that keeping a tight grip on the back of my legs and shouting very loud encouragement was the best use of her talents. Although she also served up a few choice words to Joe Fletcher, after which I have to say, as a big brother, I’d never been prouder. But faced with the prospect of having seen the last of my priceless cricket ball, my fuse was down to the quick, so I yelled at her to bloody let go of me and get lost.

When I eventually peeled myself off the road, ball-less and stretched almost to the dislocation of both shoulders and a groin muscle, she was gone. She was fast, even for a four-year-old, and if Joe Fletcher had seen which way she went, he wasn’t telling. So that, by the way, was where the friendship ended once and for all.

For the next ten minutes, as I busted my actual balls searching frantically behind hedges, under cars, up trees and, don’t ask me why, in a postbox (nose to the slot like she might have slipped in there for a look), I felt something I’d never before encountered in my vast life experience. The heart-stopping realisation of the sheer number of bad things that could have happened to my little sister just because I’d looked away for a couple of minutes. All of them running up each other’s rears, furiously eating each other and spitting themselves out like some kind of terrifying bad-thing Pac-Man pile-up in my head. Afterwards, I remember thinking that was the day I grew up and became, if not quite a man, at least something more than a nine-year-old boy.


I finally clocked Lou two blocks away, legging it up to the high street, her crazy mess of brown hair flying, arms stuck out stiffly from her sides like she was getting ready to take off. She was always that way, ever since she discovered what her legs were for. Forever running towards something, and always full tilt.

In the record time it took me to sprint the distance between us, my initial relief turned to hot, shouty anger, and I put both hands on her shoulders and shook her so hard it made my teeth rattle. And when, big-eyed and sweet as you like, she told me she’d been on her way to the shops, to find me ‘a nuvva Phil Tuntfeld ball’, it was almost more than a newly minted boy-man could bear, and I squeezed her into my chest until she squealed in pain.

I never told my parents what had happened, of course, and I knew Lou would never grass me up, but even though I didn’t find out just how much trouble I would have been in for losing her for those ten bloody awful minutes, I always knew it would have been a lot.

The second time I lost Lou, it mattered more. Because that time when I looked away it wasn’t just your garden-variety, head in a drain for a few minutes type of situation. For all intents and purposes, I’d managed to virtually ignore her for the entire duration of my teenage years, and then hers. When the losing part came, it already felt like a done deal and, if I’m honest, I might have just been tidying up the loose ends.

For such a careless act, the details of that day stayed with me longer than I like to admit, though. I remember what Lou was wearing, a pale blue button-through dress that seemed out of place in a room full of black jackets, mini quiches and overfilled glasses of wine. I remember how she smelled of the perfume from a ten-year-old bottle of Miss Dior; the scent my mother had sprayed every morning, eyes closed, nose raised to the air in bliss, until the day she died. Including the day she died. And I remember exactly what I said that made me lose my sister for the second time.


I didn’t take it back. Not then, not a few hours later when I had a second chance, and not for all the years that have followed. And so she stayed lost, because I was stubborn and stupid, and because I still am both of those things and plenty more besides.

And because I meant it, that thing I’d said. So there was that, too.
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Danny




Dom played it cool and smart, like he always does. It was a few days before he even brought the subject up, despite George barely being able to talk about anything else but Wolfie since that night.

‘Do you think Wolfie likes Marmite, Dad?’

‘I don’t know, George, probably. You’d have to ask her.’

‘Wasn’t Wolfie’s jacket cool? Can I get a leather jacket, Dad?’

‘No, George, I don’t think a leather jacket is appropriate clothing for a six-year-old.’

‘Is so. Can I get a Bob Dylan T-shirt then? What’s appropriate mean?’

But Dom’s Dom and it’s not for nothing he has a flourishing cosmetic surgery practice, takes his summer holidays in Tuscany, and isn’t going to have to worry about money for the rest of his life. He’s strategic. He knows when to hold ’em, when to fold ’em and, most importantly, when to play his hand to perfection. He waited until George was peaking, which is always only a bit of lively banter away, then he threw down an ace.

‘Dad, when’s Wolfie coming back? She’s cool, is she coming back soon? Can we go to her place? Why doesn’t Danny want to go and see her mum, anyway?’


‘Well yes, George, Wolfie is very cool, although I’m not sure when she’s coming back and you’re going to have to take the rest of your issues up with Danny.’ Dom, you lovely sneaky sod.

Of course, I should have come clean the night Wolfie showed up and nipped it in the bud right then. Explained to Dom that he couldn’t possibly have my back this time, no matter how good his intentions, because he didn’t know the full story. No more than an extremely very little part of it. I’d told him early on that I had a sister and he knew we didn’t see each other, but aside from one year on the anniversary of my father’s death when I drank too much dessert wine and (apparently) told them how much I missed her, I’d always managed to shut down any attempts by him or Kath to get me to elaborate on the situation, and eventually they’d stopped trying.

Not long after I came to stay at Dom’s, he told me that when Gentleman and I moved in it had felt like he’d given George a family again, and then he cried. I cried too, but mostly because of what an inadequate substitute I was for the best wife and mother that ever walked the planet. So I always worried that if Dom actually did know the full story about me and Lou, he might consider whether his old mate Danny Mulberry was quite the man he thought, and I really didn’t have the heart for that.

Anyway, I didn’t stand a chance once George unleashed on me, exactly as I have no doubt Dom had planned it all along. Every reason, argument, lie and diversion I could think up was shot down by our pint-sized general and his furry lieutenant, and in a head-spinningly short time, I’d found myself agreeing to face up to the thing I’ve been running away from since I was twenty something. The good old proverbial, should bloody stay where it belongs, past. In principle only, though, no firm plans. I won that point.

The other thing was, being between jobs with a tidy fruit machine jackpot stashed in those trainers under my bed meant I had an abundance of free time, which had given me way too many opportunities to think about what Dom had said that night after Wolfie had gone. The thing about family. His words had triggered something in my memory, and even though it took its sweet time, it chipped away and two days later, after another failed run at the veggie patch, three full-price Stellas and a packet of dry-roasted nuts, it finally broke through.

It was when I was really young, before Lou even, and my father had been reading me a story one night. My parents were like chalk and cheese when it came to bedtime stories; my mother was all crazy voices and faces and tickling of ribs, but my father was calm and measured and made you feel like every word was about to reveal a secret trove of fascinating facts. When he put the book down, I remember him looking at me for the longest time. Then he said, ‘You know, Danny, I wasn’t anybody until I was your father. Nothing matters more to me, don’t ever forget that.’

I have no idea if I’d ever thought about it again after that minute (I suspect not), but when I leaned my head back and emptied the last of the dry-roasteds down my throat, the fully formed question that landed like a bomb in my guts was: who have I been all these years while I haven’t been Lou’s brother?

Dom and George got me at a weak moment, is what I’m saying.

Something else an abundance of time does is completely wipe out any justification for not doing something you don’t want to do. So when Dom had an unexpected patient-free afternoon and he decided that, since I’d already agreed, there was no time like the present to take a trip over to Tottenham to visit my sister, I had no recourse whatsoever. It was complete bollocks, of course, because half the women of a certain age in London know Dom’s booked up a year in advance, so I knew full well he’d engineered the time off for the specific purpose of casually upending my life. Albeit with the best intentions.

He brushed off my pleas of scratchy throats and looming migraines as if I were the liar that I was. Even when I asked him, a bit crankily (a final, desperate tactical measure), whether in all conscience he thought it was a good idea to meddle in other people’s family business, he just said, ‘Actually, I think it’s a bloody good job someone’s around to do it for you.’ It was a fair call.

Riding low in the passenger seat of Dom’s Audi, I contemplated the passing scenery with a dry mouth and a sense of impending doom. There was a moment of mild excitement when we passed the Camden police station and I thought I might catch a glimpse of Officer Hanley – she of the lovely brown eyes and swingy bottom – in the line of duty, but no such luck. When we got to George’s school, he was beside himself at being picked up half an hour early, and it went next level when he found out where we were going. He hadn’t stopped firing questions since he’d got in the car.

‘Danny. Daaannyyyyy! What’s your best favourite movie?’

So far, thanks to his teacher Miss O’Brien’s recent lesson on good, better, best, we’d discussed our preferences of colours, numbers, animals and songs, and now I was racking my brain for an appropriate Hollywood blockbuster George would accept as a credible answer. And by credible, I mean one that met with his approval.

‘My best favourite movie. Mmm. Lion King maybe?’

‘Lion King? But that’s old, Danny. I mean your best favourite new one. You know, like Space Jam or Luca or Boss Baby.’

‘Um . . .’ I took a punt. ‘Space Jam?’

‘Me too! That’s my best one, same as Luca. And Boss Baby.’

If only everyone was as easy to please as George. Tell him what he wants to hear and the kid’s putty in your hands. In my opinion, more people should take that approach to life. Maybe I should. Come on then, life; tell me what I want to hear then go right ahead and bend me to your will. Dom’s right. I could do with the help.

‘Dad, Dad, what’s your best favourite movie that you’ve ever seen?’

‘You mean my most favourite movie of all time?’ (And by the way, that right there defines the difference between Dom and me.) He glanced in the mirror, indicated, then slipped the Audi smoothly into a gap in the traffic with a casual acknowledgement to the driver behind him. The guy gave him a friendly nod, no sign of aggro whatsoever. Even strangers know he’s a good egg.

‘Well, that’d definitely be Bedknobs and Broomsticks, George.’

‘Bed sticks and who what? Ha!’ George slapped his thigh and then kicked the back of my seat with his size threes. ‘Dad! Nobody’s ever heard of that one, what are you on about?’

‘Bedknobs and Broomsticks, George.’ Dom always drove with his hands loose on the steering wheel at the perfect ten to two, but I saw them tighten ever so slightly. ‘It was your mother’s favourite when she was a little girl, mate. When I met her, she made me watch it over and over again until I knew all the characters off by heart. And it was so good I ended up loving it as much as she did.’

George fell quiet at the mention of Kath, and for a few moments we were each deep in our own little silent man cave of thoughts. Dom and I could draw from a million different memories of Kath, but I wondered how much George remembered, if anything, about his mum. I hoped it did her justice. My eyes got misty at the thought of little Georgie concentrating so hard on remembering his mother that it even stopped him talking about his favourite movies.

‘What’s a characTURD, Dad?’ Maybe not.

George started pummelling the back of my seat in mirth, but I was robbed of the potential joy of Dom having to answer that one because, far sooner than I’d expected, we’d arrived. Dom ducked his head to look up at a low-rise block of flats at almost the same time as I spotted Wolfie, standing on the edge of the pavement. When I’d heard Dom on the phone to her earlier, getting the address, I had a brief guilty moment because I knew that should have been my job, by rights. But Dom knew me better than that. As it was, every time the GPS had given a direction, in my head I’d willed it to make a mistake. Siri, take a wrong turn, please. But here we were.


‘There she is! Wolfie! Wolfie! Stop the car, Dad, we’re here!’

George had already undone his seatbelt and, as he wriggled around on his knees to wave at Wolfie while we cruised past to a parking space, I couldn’t help turning back as well. I thought how weird it was that she seemed so familiar after that one drunken meeting. I saw her pull her fringe down over her face and shift her weight from one foot to the other, and it struck me she looked as nervous as I felt. Not a great sign. I’d tried not to think about my sister’s reaction to seeing me, so of course I’d thought about little else. But the truth was, I didn’t have a clue how the scenario was about to play out, except for the high probability that Lou wasn’t going to be very fucking happy about it, as Wolfie had so confidently predicted.

‘Hold your horses, George. Sit back down right now, and don’t you dare touch that window!’ George went ahead and dared, and as the window slid down and he attempted to lean his entire upper body out of it, Wolfie was there.

‘Hey, George. Whoa there, dude.’ She poked her head into the car. ‘Hi, Dom, hi . . .’ She nodded at me and I wondered if she’d forgotten my name. ‘Um, hi, Danny.’ What a relief. George was staring up at her with an expression that could only be described as rapturous. She started to open the back door, then stopped and poked her head back in.

‘Sorry, Dom, is it OK if . . .?’

‘Hi, Wolfie. Yes, he can get out now, but just make sure you hold on to his hand, please.’

‘Dad! I’m not a baby!’ George was clearly torn between the shame of being emasculated in front of his first crush and the prospect of meaningful bodily contact with her. He cut his losses and grabbed her hand before he even got out. Good for you, Georgie.

I watched them walk across the road, George already in full verbal flight. ‘Do you know about good, better, best, Wolfie? What’s your good, better, best favourite book? Mine’s The Gruffalo, is that yours, too?’

God, I thought. I remember that feeling. First crush and every crush after that; there was nothing like it. I didn’t know whether to be happy or scared for him, just starting out. Pace yourself. Be careful. Hang on tight to your little heart there now, Georgie.

Dom materialised beside me, swung the passenger door open and put his hand on my arm as if he was about to help me out, like I was some doddery old dear. He’s about the only guy in the world who could make that feel like quite a lovely idea and not an insult, but now he looked down at me and smiled a bit uncertainly.

‘Are you OK, mate? I mean, about . . .’ He waved his hand in the direction of the flats. ‘All this? Seeing Lou again? I know I pushed you into it, but I’m sure it’s going to be fine.’

I didn’t feel very OK and I had a sudden flashback to Dr Spooner’s obsession with going deep. This was deep all right, and I was beginning to wish I’d ploughed on to chapter three for some more detailed directions.

‘Yeah, I’m OK, just a bit nervous, you know? Long time no see and all that.’ I tried to smile but didn’t quite pull it off.

‘Come on then.’ Dom gave me a gentle punch on the arm. ‘Look, I know it’ll be a bit awkward after so long, but family’s family, right? I’m sure she won’t bite.’

I hesitated, remembering with disturbing clarity that time Lou had bitten me. It’d been one of the very few times growing up that we’d fought physically. She’d only been about three and, even though we were each other’s biggest fans, as big brothers do, I’d also learned exactly how to push her buttons. She had a very slight lisp, which she eventually grew out of, but there was something about the way she said the word ‘soap’ that amused me no end. Just soap, don’t ask me why. Lou put up with my gentle teasing until the day she didn’t, when apparently me walking past the bathroom yelling out, Don’t forget that thope, thister, was the last thtraw. The streak of wet hair and pink fluffy towel ran me to ground before I made it to my bedroom, and she got a mouthful of my arm and just hung on. It was carnage.

After I’d finally been able to prise her off, Lou had vowed never to speak to me again, and me and my pulsating arm were fine with that. But that night she came in and stood beside my bed, giving me air kisses above two giant sticking plasters until I couldn’t not laugh, and so of course I forgave her. Because she was feisty and brave and knew how to take care of herself, and that bite had 100 per cent served me right. And because eight-year-old me loved my little sister more than my own arm.

But that was a million years ago, and as I climbed out of the car under the steady hand of my best friend (which it turned out I needed), I knew there wasn’t going to be an easy way to say hello when you’ve said goodbye as badly as Lou and me.
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It’s a funny thing to be told you’re getting a sister when you’re already a fully formed five-year-old and life’s ticking along just fine, thanks very much. You can’t help wondering how it’s going to affect the good thing you’ve already got going on with your parents, and by the way, you’re expected to love the baby that’s on its way, no questions asked.

A breath of fresh air is what my mother called my sister when she alerted me to her imminent arrival. ‘Your baby sister’s going to be exactly what we all need, you’ll see, Danny. A breath of fresh air.’ Before that moment it hadn’t even crossed my mind that things weren’t already absolutely perfect in our lovely little family of three, so it was a day of surprises.

We were sitting on the back steps watching my father working in the garden, and when I rested my hand tentatively on my mother’s rounded stomach I immediately felt a flutter, as if that little girl in there was saying, Here I come, ready or not. At exactly the same time, my father turned around and blew us back a kiss, so with some recently acquired information about birds and bees and all the stuff they got up to, I’d assumed that, somehow, he must have felt it as well.


I thought a lot about that impending breath of fresh air in the following months. Mostly about whether my mother would still have time for me when she had a whole other small person to look after. And as I lay in my bed looking at the framed photo of my parents and me on a trip to the zoo, a little voice in the back of my head would occasionally pipe up. What if I just want things to stay exactly as they are?

One day, I was curled up with my head on my mother’s stomach, listening to my sister growing arms and legs and nails and eyelashes while we watched a rerun of Man About the House on TV, and the voice whispered, What if she ruins everything, this girl who’s coming, ready or not?

But when I mentioned my concerns to my mother, she just laughed.

‘Don’t worry, my darling boy. You’re going to be such a good big brother,’ she said. ‘It’s the most important job in the world and this little girl is lucky to have you. Everything will be OK, I promise.’

Well, if she says I’m up to the most important job in the world, that must be right, I thought. Because she was right about most things, my mother. When the credits started rolling on our show, she leaned down and whispered into my neck.

‘You’re the man of our house, Danny.’

My dad was sitting not three feet away from us reading his newspaper, and I wondered if he’d be OK about that, but my mum winked at me and said, ‘All right there, Ed? Another cup of tea?’ And my father lowered his paper and smiled at us like none of the news mattered, only us.

‘Thank you, darling, don’t mind if I do. If it’s no trouble.’

Mum shifted me away and got up and made my dad a cup of tea, delivered with a tender kiss to his perpetually wrinkled forehead. ‘No trouble at all, my darling.’ And I knew she meant it, even though she’d just secretly promoted me to man of the house.


But when my mother decided to bring my baby sister into the world in our own front room, it did make me wonder if she might not be right about everything after all. I stood in the hallway with my face pushed into the coats, trying to block out the terrible noises coming out of that room and wondering why the hell she wasn’t fighting back if my sister was causing her so much pain. Also what my father was doing in there if he wasn’t going to help, and maybe the man of the house should front up instead.

By the time the midwife poked her head out of the door and said my sister had arrived and I could come in, my fists were balled. Put up your dukes, I distinctly remember thinking, because I was ready to make sure this baby knew that kind of behaviour wasn’t on. Ready to meet the girl who’d turned my mother into our mother, an unfamiliar phrase that took a while before it rolled easily off my tongue.

But my mother was right. Because the minute I saw that creased-up pink doll’s face and those long bony fingers that looked just like my father’s, I fell hard. I loved my baby sister as instantly and fiercely as I’d ever loved anything in my life, and I didn’t even know why.

I used to creep into her nursery very early in the morning when my parents were still asleep and watch her tiny chest rise and fall. I’d put my hand through the bars of her cot and rest it on the covers, slowing my breathing down to match hers, and think about the most important job in the world. What it meant and how I was going to do it better than anyone had ever done it before. Absolutely, definitely, no doubt about it.

Funnily enough, whenever I’ve inconveniently dreamed about my sister over the years, which has been less than I should have but more than I wanted to, it’s mostly been as that baby or a toddler, and far less often as the older girl or teenager she became. Which I suppose isn’t really funny, and even I’m not too dumb to realise what’s going on there.


Because whenever I wake up after one of those dreams and wonder how my mother would have felt about what happened between Lou and me, I think about my most important job and I very inconveniently don’t have to wonder at all.
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If I’d been contemplating legging it around the corner and back up to the high street (and I had), when we crossed the road and I saw George and Wolfie standing at the entrance to the flats, I realised I’d already missed my window of opportunity.

Wolfie held the door open and stood back to let us through, but when I went to follow Dom and George she moved slightly at the last minute, blocking my way. I almost walked into her and her hand flew up in the air, like she was fending me off.

‘Hey . . . hang on a sec.’ Her eyes fixed on a point just over my shoulder. ‘Look, I just wanted to say, like I said the other day, Lou’s fine. She is. But she’s still a bit— Well, she’s kind of banged up. It looks worse than it feels, though, apparently.’

Tesco van one, Lou and moped nil, then. I made a mental note to definitely not say that, wedging it in beside all the other off-limits things I wanted to avoid, like babe, and how the hell are you and where have I been all your life.

‘And just in case you’re wondering, she’s OK. About you, I mean. But I’d just . . .’ Wolfie trailed off. ‘Look, to be honest I only told her today, when Dom rang to say you guys were coming.’ For the first time since we’d got there, she looked me in the eye. ‘So, I don’t know, maybe just go easy or something, yeah?’

If Dom and George hadn’t already been halfway up the stairs, I’d have been out of there like a shot after that bombshell. Probably heading in the direction of the cosy little pub we’d passed on the corner for a quiet regrouping pint. Because while the information that Lou had only had an hour to get used to the idea of me showing up was one thing, it was the go easy comment that really got me. What kind of man did my niece take me for if she thought there was a chance I’d kick an injured woman when she was down? Even if she apparently did look worse than she felt. The one positive was that surely the only way Wolfie’s estimation of me could go after that was up.

‘Go easy. Got it. I mean, right you are. I will.’

She paused, a bit too long for my liking, but then stepped back to let me pass. My escape route slammed shut behind us.

Wolfie took the stairs two by two, and had already opened the door of the flat and dropped the key back under the mat by the time the rest of us got up there. Dom and I exchanged a glance at the lax security, but maybe they were all just one big happy family in this building. I hesitated a couple of steps in; sunlight was streaming into the flat through a huge window at the end of the short hallway and it created a disorienting whiteout effect.

‘Where’s your room, Wolfie? Can I see it? Where’s your mum?’

George charged past, and Dom nudged me gently forward just as a passing cloud brought the room into view. It was small and crowded, with matching bookcases on either side of the TV, three framed prints of the Kew Gardens glasshouse interiors on the wall, and a sofa that was barely visible under a huge pile of crumpled washing. George and Wolfie were already over by the window and a moving car out on the street caught my eye, fast and blue. When I looked back to the room, there she was.

I could see why I’d missed her. She blended almost seamlessly into the pile of laundry on the sofa, every bit as still as the towels and socks, silhouetted against the backlit window. I blinked a few times and her face came into focus. Quick as you like, those sixteen years, two months and – you’d better believe I’d worked it out – three weeks that had been hiding behind a door in the universe, waiting to jump out and scare me, took their shot. Mission accomplished, well done you.

We were just a few feet from each other, but it felt like every one of those sixteen years was laid out end to end between us. I looked at my sister, who wasn’t nearly as much of a stranger as I’d expected her to be, and couldn’t help thinking about the deep vertical crevice that had appeared between my eyes some time over the past year. A bloke at the pub had recently bet me a pint I couldn’t balance a pound coin in it – more fool him. I won the pint and stopped off at Boots on the way home to buy some heavy-duty Olay moisturiser, which I’d only used twice before the commitment got too much. I was suddenly uncomfortably conscious of how I looked, and how I looked to her.

I felt slightly dizzy and I might have swayed if Dom hadn’t been beside me. OK, Mulberry, steady as she goes. I could almost hear him. And so, incredibly, I was the one to step forward over the gulf of all those years, and just for a second I thought, Well, look at that. Maybe I’ve got this after all. But when I got my first proper look at Lou, her face smudged with green and yellow bruises, one leg encased in a plaster cast from foot to thigh and the other wrapped in gauze bandages, I realised it was always going to have to have been me.

My sister’s eyes didn’t move from my face, and when she spoke, very softly, I felt the pull of gravity as the gulf swallowed me whole.

‘All right, Danny?’
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Pot, kettle and pushing forty myself aside, Lou definitely didn’t look great. It wasn’t just the bruises on her face or the obvious injuries to her legs, though. She had an air about her that made me think she’d be more at home sitting in a rocking chair waiting for Bargain Hunt than going out to trendy wine bars like most thirty-whatever-year-old women. And who was I kidding, I’d done those sums, too. Her features were the same as the girl I remembered, but Lou the woman looked like a reduced, 50 per cent off for damages sale version. A decent wind could probably have knocked her over, never mind a delivery van full of perishable groceries.

All that time in the car spent worrying about how I should greet her had been wasted, because there was no handshake, no kiss, no embrace. I’d considered them all, played them out in my head, but in the end there was nothing, and it was Dom who spoke. He introduced himself and George, because he always does the right thing and he’d probably clocked I wasn’t capable of talking at that point. I was aware of some other conversation and movement happening around me, but I should have paid more attention, because before I knew anything about it, I was sitting on the sofa with Lou and everyone else had left the room.

I could hear cups and spoons clattering in the kitchen and George asking very loudly what tea was good, better or best. The in-between snatches of Dom and Wolfie’s voices were indiscernible, but I wished more than anything I was in there with them, instead of sitting to awkward attention, separated from my sister by just a small mountain of laundry. Against the cheery background of George’s voice, our silence was heavy and self-conscious, and I tried desperately to think of something to say. My eyes fell on Lou’s plastered leg, which was resting on a couple of cushions, sticking out in front of her like a big white boom gate. I imagined putting my ticket in and waiting.

‘Does it hurt?’ I gestured at the boom gate. It wasn’t ideal but the relief of getting words out of my mouth was immediate, if not very long-lasting.

‘Not really. Not as much as this one.’ She indicated her other leg, which was wrapped in bandages from ankle to knee. The bare toes sticking out of the end were very faintly stained with the rusty sheen of what looked like old blood.

‘Oh, right. Yeah, OK, shit. Sorry.’

The mountain rustled beside me, and a blue and white tea towel with Greetings from Eastbourne fell on to my lap. I realised Lou had pulled something out of the pile and had started folding. It made me think of the load of washing I’d put on the previous day, which was still sitting in Dom’s machine. Shit. Sorry, Dom, sorry, ball boys. Not you, Mickey. Even though my strongest instinct was to burrow my head into that big old mound of laundry and head for China, I picked up the crumpled tea towel and brought two corners together. And then two more. The relief was immediate and slightly longer-lasting.

Neither of us spoke again, but now we folded. We created our own separate little towers of washing, mine slightly smaller as I spent extra time carefully avoiding anything that looked like underwear. At one point, Lou’s pile overbalanced when she shifted slightly on the sofa. I wanted to reach over and help, but somehow it felt too soon. Or maybe too late.

With every T-shirt, towel, pillowcase or sock removed from the diminishing mountain, our view of each other got clearer. We were down to the last couple of pairs of jeans and a school uniform (Wolfie’s, of course, but there was a weird moment when I’d automatically assumed it was Lou’s) by the time the others came back into the room.

George was in the lead carrying a pint of milk and providing the heralding trumpets (‘Tea, tea, we’ve made tea!’), Wolfie balanced a tray with five mugs, some teaspoons and the sugar, and Dom carried a teapot. While I was very glad to see them, I wasn’t so sure my theory on the infinite power of a good brew was going to stand up in this situation.

For the next half-hour, we drank tea and made small talk. Some of us made less than others, and in fact I said very little, but George kicked things off with a scarily accurate summary of my life for Lou’s benefit.

‘Danny drinks loads of beer and lives in our garden shed.’ Brilliant. ‘Also, he swears a lot, he hasn’t got a job, and he got his picture in the paper for being rude.’

Couldn’t argue with that. Didn’t even try.

After a while, Dom tactfully steered the conversation away from me (and let’s face it, George had pretty much covered that topic) and on to birds of the Cornwall coast, George’s latest school project. It sent him off on a ten-minute trajectory and even though Lou didn’t contribute, I could see she was listening intently to every word he said. When he turned to include her in some fact about a crow or a kestrel, she mustered a smile but it didn’t look like it came easy.

Wolfie was up and down several times, fussing over Lou, topping up her tea and, once, clumsily plumping a cushion behind her. When Lou leaned forward on the sofa, I saw an odd look pass between them, which was both tender and angry, and I wondered if it had anything to do with me.

I let the tea and conversation wash over me and thought, How strange this is. To be here in this room so close to my sister I could actually reach out and touch her, after a lifetime apart. Literally, her daughter’s entire lifetime. My eyes fell on a pair of rust-stained sneakers, toes pointed to the wall, laces trailing. It looked like someone had just stepped out of them and walked through the open window. With a jolt I recalled Lou’s bare toes at the end of the gauze bandages and it felt like I’d seen something very private.

I tried to look away, but the sneakers looked back, daring me to remember a small girl with scratched shins and laces always undone. Scraped knuckles holding the bottom of a stretched-out T-shirt overflowing with shrivelled new Devon apples. Danny, Danny, come and see what I’ve got! A girl who looked to me for everything, but wasn’t afraid of anything.

I continued to smile and swallow tea and I even managed a few sentences when prompted by Dom, but my head was a disaster of half-formed memories and snippets of conversations, like random guilty eavesdropping. And the thing is, I really could have seen it coming, what happened. I didn’t, though. Not when Dom stood up from his chair and walked over to the sofa, and not when he gathered up Lou’s folded tower of washing and placed it on the floor. I didn’t even twig when he sat down next to her and put his smooth, capable surgeon’s hand on her plastered leg. It wasn’t until he started to talk in that calm, reassuring way of his that I got an inkling, which turned into a rush of realisation that came way too late to try and stop him. And even though I knew the most decent bloke in the world always says what he means and means what he says, I still uselessly willed him not to. Because by then I knew exactly what he was going to do.

He was going to do the right thing.


Dom glanced over at Wolfie, and the look that passed between them definitely didn’t include me; in fact, he appeared to be avoiding any and all eye contact with me. All that murmuring in the kitchen, that kindness and goodness and big-heartedness; Damn you, Dom, you glorious bastard. I wondered if I could make it to the window before he said it. Step out of my shoes and be gone before he even opened his mouth.

‘Danny’s family to us, me and George. So as far as I’m concerned, you and Wolfie are too, now. I’ve suggested something to Wolfie and I . . . Well, I think you should consider it.’ The distant pounding in my ears started to get louder. ‘I’d like you both to come and stay at my place so you can recuperate, or rest or whatever you want to call it. To heal, I guess. You shouldn’t have to cope here on your own, and Wolfie’s got school to consider and . . . Well, I think it’d be a lot easier on both of you, just for a while. Or as long as you like.’

It definitely served me right, of course. For not trusting my best friend with the truth, the whole truth or even a tiny bit of the truth about my family when I’d had a million chances. But I hadn’t, and so I’m ashamed to say that, for the first time in our thirteen-year friendship, right then I could happily have popped Dom right in his ironically symmetrical nose. Because I might have made it through a few cups of tea and a bit of laundry, but having the past move in under the same roof meant it was going to take some avoiding. Although, in fairness, Dom’s roof was his to do with what he liked, and I wasn’t even officially under it myself.

Lou didn’t say anything for a long time. She kept her eyes down and picked at the chunks of cotton wool poking out of the top of her cast. Several small tufts at first, then a large bit that kept on coming. She seemed to think twice about that one and tucked it back in, carefully, neatly, like it had never happened. Like I wished Dom could reach out and tuck those words he’d just said back down, and we could all say our goodbyes and go home.


‘Wolfie? Is this what you want? Has all this . . .’ Lou waved her hand at her legs and around the flat. ‘Has it been too much for you? I know I’m . . . it’s . . . is it too hard on you?’

Even as the words left Lou’s mouth, Wolfie was across the room.

‘No! No. It’s fine. It’s been fine. I’m OK, it’s . . . fine.’ She perched on the arm of the sofa and her eyes flicked over to Dom. She looked as guilty as hell, like she’d been found out for whatever they’d been cooking up out there in the kitchen, which had clearly been more than tea. Then – and it was so slight that anyone who wasn’t his best mate would have missed it – Dom gave her a nod that almost wasn’t. An unspoken, unsaid assurance. Go ahead. I’ve got your back.

‘It’s just, I think maybe we could do with . . .’ She pulled the sleeves of her sweatshirt down over her hands and scrunched them in her palms. ‘I mean, I guess I just think it’s kind of a good offer, Lou. Maybe just for a while.’

If ever there was a time I’d prayed for George to say something inappropriate and distracting, it was in the long, injured silence that followed. But he was mute, mug of milky tea poised, little finger crooked, if you can believe it. Waiting to hear if his love’s young dream was about to come true. Dom continued to smile kindly and confidently, having absolutely said what he meant and meant what he said. Lou’s and Wolfie’s eyes stayed locked, with that same strange contradiction dangling between them.

The pounding in my ears stopped abruptly, and from somewhere very far off there was a creak as the universe shifted gear. Eddy for renything.
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When we arrived back at Belsize Park in the early evening, my plans to dash out on an urgent errand (the Lamb and Flag, obviously) were immediately thwarted. Dom was having none of it. I was assigned to make up a bedroom for Lou downstairs, and he said he and George would take care of Wolfie’s, upstairs. Our guests, who were both looking a bit shell-shocked, were directed to the kitchen to relax. Which at least meant nobody was going to witness me get beaten in a fight with a fitted sheet.

In the end, though, the sheets went easy on me and I even did a cursory dust of the windowsill with the bottom of my T-shirt. As a final flourish, I decided to drape another sheet from Dom’s meticulously ordered linen cupboard artistically over the jumble of boxes in the corner. The bedroom had been mine for about a minute and a half after the ousting from the junior solicitors’ flat, when Dom had shown up in a rented minivan to collect me and Gentleman, a suitcase of clothes, six Walkers crisp boxes of badly packed belongings and two tea chests. And while a couple of the crisp boxes had made it over to the shed when I’d relocated, the rest of my stuff had stayed exactly where it landed – despite regular assurances to Dom that I’d sort through it and put it into some kind of order in a cupboard any day now.

The boxes were full of very important things I couldn’t bear to part with, like a threadbare London 2012 Olympics cap, a programme from the 2009 Ashes Test in Cardiff when Monty Panesar made his hundred, and a small glass bottle of sand from Ibiza to mark that time I’d decided I was destined to be an international DJ. I only know that because they’re a selection of things that once made a break for it through a split in one of the boxes. No doubt there are also plenty of other far less useful items that I’ve collected and forgotten along the way.

The two tea chests, which I’d retrieved from my father’s house a few weeks after he died, remained resolutely sealed. The new tenants had found them in the loft and contacted me several times to pick them up and I’d finally arrived half-cut on a Saturday afternoon, just as they were about to be loaded into the back of a charity shop van. There followed a memorable (although much better forgotten) incident involving some bad language and even worse behaviour on my part, and I’ve tried very hard in the years since not to think about how mortified my father would have been.

I’d always planned to open them one day. I even made a half-hearted attempt once, but when I prised a lid up a few inches I saw layers of perfectly ironed sheets and towels, folded precisely into thirds. Mum’s calling card for her good linen. I realised instantly that when she died my father must have transferred all those John Lewis towels, hand towels, flannels and sheets from the airing cupboard into boxes to keep them pristine. All those years and Dad had never been able to bring himself to use the things Mum had been saving for ‘best’. It made me so sad to know my mum’s lovely linen never got to see the light of day, that the occasion for best had never come, I’d closed that box right back up again.

I’d carted those tea chests to, at last count, thirteen different bedsits, houses and flat-shares, and for all I knew someone could have ransacked them and replaced Mum’s good linen with Pot Noodles. I didn’t want to open them, but I also couldn’t quite leave them behind, so there they sat in Dom’s spare downstairs bedroom. Which was now, beyond any reasonable doubt it seemed, Lou’s room.

I was reasonably happy with my efforts until I went upstairs and saw what George had done with Wolfie’s room. The bed was made up (a little wonkily) with his second-favourite Buzz Lightyear duvet cover – the one with Woody from Toy Story – and set up with a carefully curated audience of soft toys. There was a pile of picture books on the bedside table and he’d even dragged in his special beanbag chair that nobody, bar him and Gentleman, had ever been allowed to sit on. The room was a six-year-old’s version of a mixtape and it was pretty bloody impressive. I was quite glad Lou couldn’t get up the stairs to see what she’d missed out on.

I don’t think Lou would have noticed if I’d short-sheeted her bed with a couple of slices of honey-smoked ham, though, because all she wanted was to get in it, pronto. When I finally managed to slip out of the front door, avoiding goodbyes and my mouth already watering at the thought of my first pint, I heard her apologetically telling Dom that she might have to lie down for a bit, if that was OK. I pulled the door shut as quietly as I could behind me and heard Dom unapologetically replying that she should make herself at home and do exactly as she wanted.

I headed off down the street on my well-worn path to the pub, saluting a loitering Ray as I passed, and it struck me that, what with George buzzing around like a lovesick blowfly, Gentleman discovering that his options for head rubs and stray crumbs had increased exponentially, and Dom playing the host with the most to perfection, the only ones not acting like it was the first day of the summer holidays were Lou and Wolfie. And me.

 


Much, much later that night, I made a well-executed entry through the front door. (I was toasted by most people’s standards, but in a surprising turn of events I’d resisted the lure of a roadie when the barman called last orders.) I got the key in on the second try and I was even able to give Crystal Mickey a quick flick of the ears on the way through.

Gentleman was on his bed in the kitchen just inside the back door and he lifted his head slightly when I opened the fridge, blinked a couple of times, then went straight back to sleep. As far as he was concerned, I was home, I was drunk and all was right with the world. I bent down and gave him a kiss on his big, hairy old head, because I love that guy, but what the hell did he know?

Out in the shed, I flicked on the kettle and sat on the edge of the bed, looking around one man’s garden shed and another man’s castle. Apart from the bed, the main furnishings consisted of a paint-splattered timber table pushed up beside the sink, a battered bar fridge, which I only ever used for my half-pints of milk, an old TV cabinet where I kept my trainers and a few piles of clothes, and the upturned plastic milk crate I used as a bedside table. Minimalist decor, I liked to call it. Maximum ridiculousness, Dom never tired of correcting me. There’s no toilet, so while in summer it’s fine to nip out pre-dawn for a bit of sneaky relief, winter is a different story. I play the early-morning long game, holding on for as long as humanly possible before sprinting across the garden and into the downstairs loo, or (more often) decorating the frost on the ground around the lemon tree, depending on the time and temperature, of course. Ray’s copped an eyeful on more than one occasion, but my conscience remains clear, because as far as I’m concerned anything goes at that time of the morning, so it serves him right.

I know Dom doesn’t quite understand why I won’t stay in the house, but my reasoning is perfectly logical. To me, at least. I’m possibly overthinking (it wouldn’t be the first time), but there’s something about enjoying the spoils of luxury when you haven’t done anything to deserve it that exacerbates any not very latent feelings of inadequacy. Dom doesn’t get it, because he’s the kind of guy that wouldn’t even entertain the idea of not sharing his good fortune.

Of course I knew how crazy it seemed to suffer the eccentricities of that damp, draughty shed, but the truth was I’d loved it from the moment I first barged my shoulder into the door. The occasional leak, some persistent mushroom growth and an army of daddy-long-legs in the rafters aside, it was actually pretty bloody cosy. A genuine Danny Mulberry-shaped part of the world; the Belsize Park version of a musty studio flat with a shared bathroom in Kilburn. Just about what I deserve.

But that night, as I idly swung a teabag around my fingers waiting for the kettle to boil, something about my little castle felt off. I ducked my head to get a sightline through the window back to the house. Normally, upstairs I’d see the dim orange glow of George’s nightlight, the brighter one from Dom’s room as he read, sometimes into the early hours, and the kitchen light downstairs, which stayed on all night.

‘I just like to know I’m not going to kill myself by tripping over your dog, if I come down for a glass of water,’ Dom said. But I knew he left it on for me. Like maybe one night I’d creep over to the house wrapped in my superhero duvet and slip back into the downstairs bedroom of crisp box history.

Now, though, in addition to the usual lights in the house, there was another one on upstairs in Wolfie’s room, and downstairs a very faint glow straining through a narrow gap in the curtains in Lou’s room. It made for a completely different view to the one I was so used to. Everyone was safely tucked into their little boxes, even Gentleman, parked halfway to everywhere should there be a call to action. But I imagined, like me, at least some people under that roof over there would be pondering the strangeness of the situation. Although probably not George; he was more likely to be pondering a proposal of marriage.

As per Dr Spooner’s suggestions to calm a racing mind, I focused on the job at hand. But even though I tried to concentrate on mugs and spoons and kettles and teabags, being in the moment is definitely not as easy as it sounds. I was able to distract myself for a good thirty seconds as I mindfully stirred my tea, then another few by weighing up the pros and cons of trying to rescue the biscuit I’d dropped behind the milk crate a few nights before. But then, without warning, like driving through a dark forest out into a clearing, there it was.

No distractions, no escape. A cold hard fact in its Sunday best.

Lou was back.

From somewhere a long, long way behind me, I heard a young boy’s voice. Put up your dukes, he said.
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Wolfie




Be careful what you wish for, they say. Well, that. A thousand times that, because even though I don’t need Dr Google to tell me that tracking down my uncle was some kind of thinly veiled cry for help, once things get rolling it doesn’t matter whether I really even wanted it in the first place. We’re talking your classic runaway train, and I’m not in control of any of it. Not any more.

When they came to our flat, the kettle hadn’t even boiled before Dom suggested we come and stay, and he made it sound like the easiest, most sensible idea in the world. Like, why wouldn’t you take in a couple of strangers, just like that? And the weird thing is, the second he said it, the world went quiet. I mean, literally, all the noise in my head just fell away and it felt like I was coasting on a cloud. So when he confused paralysis for agreement, it was easier to go along with it. Because that feeling, that sudden loosening in my chest, that thought of having other people there, was like Christmas. Feliz Navidad!

It seemed like only about five minutes later there we all were, squashed into Dom’s car heading for Belsize Park. My uncle sat between George and me in the back, both hands on his knees like he was posing for a school photo, and out of the window I had a perfect view of Lou’s face in the side mirror. She didn’t seem angry or sad, which would have been understandable after a bulldozing like that; she just looked kind of neutral. Like she was queuing up at Departures. And I thought, I hope you’ve got a spare sofa somewhere in that big house, Dom.

George and Dom were doing all the talking, but I couldn’t do anything about it, because every time I thought of something to say I’d catch sight of Lou’s face in the mirror, or feel Danny shift his body to make sure his arm wasn’t touching mine – like I wouldn’t know – and I just dried up.

I’ve forgotten how small Lou is until I see her rattling around in Dom’s house, which is probably because we’ve always lived in small places. Cosy flats, a tiny cottage and once, when an upstairs neighbour’s bathroom flooded, even a postage stamp bedsit in Willesden Green for a month while our life dried out. We did an experiment on capacity and volume in science last term and apparently it’s all relative, the measure of the space taken up by something in relation to how much space is actually available to hold that something. I reckon that’s what Lou and I are like, shaping ourselves into all those small spaces, with all the small furniture we’ve collected along the way.

‘It’s how we like it,’ Lou once said, when I commented on the lack of stretch-out-ability for the two of us on our allegedly two-seater sofa. When I got older, I realised she’d never asked me if it was how I liked it, but by then it was too late to tell, because all I’d ever known was the feeling of wanting to have everything I own within arm’s reach. Including my mother.

The thing is, when I can’t see Lou – I mean when she’s not actually right in front of my face – I can’t do my mind reading. And if I don’t know what she’s thinking, sometimes I get fooled and then one morning there it is, subtle as a brick, slurping its Weetabix at our teeny tiny kitchen table. Taking up more room than the both of us put together. Because Lou’s baggage is about the only thing in any house we’ve lived in that isn’t small.

 

Lou goes to bed at about six o’clock, right before Danny does his disappearing act, which pretty much sums up the guy’s attitude to the whole shebang as far as I can tell. Gentleman and I are the only ones that notice him sneaking out of the front door when he thinks nobody’s looking, and that dog looks so disappointed I almost forget he’s leaving us as well.

Come dinnertime, your girl’s tucked up at the kitchen table eating pesto pasta with George and Dom and representing on my own. Only it doesn’t feel like I thought it would, sitting in a strange house eating a very nice dinner with a couple of people I hardly know. It feels relaxed and easy, almost like something you’d do for kicks. Dom doesn’t mention anything about Danny going AWOL, but after the dishes are done and I excuse myself to go up to my room, I see him dish up a plate of leftover food and put it in the fridge with some tin foil over the top.

I’m still thinking about my uncle when there’s a soft knock on my door. My voice doesn’t make it past my mouth the first time, and I have to swallow down and try again.

‘Hello? Come in?’

The door opens slightly and just for a second all I can see is a levitating blue mug, but then Dom appears behind it and it’s the second time I’ve wanted to laugh out loud since I got here. The first was when I saw what George had done to this bedroom. I could see how much effort he’d put into it, though, so I kept quiet and, I’m not going to lie – it’s actually quite nice to see Woody and Buzz and a couple of Mike Wazowskis again after so long.

‘Thought you might like a hot chocolate.’ Dom’s carrying two mugs and he puts one down on the bedside table. I see him flash a glance over at the chair in the corner of the room.


‘Thanks, Dom. That’s really . . . thanks.’ It’s a bit tricky to know the right way to invite someone to sit down in their own house, which is clearly what he wants to do. ‘Do you want to—?’

‘Oh, sure, if you don’t—?’

‘Well, it’s your chair.’ I’m trying to be funny, but straight away I worry it hasn’t landed and I might have offended him. Mierda.

‘Too right, I never thought of that!’ Dom laughs; I exhale.

I realise this is the first time we’ve been in a room without George, which has actually worked out well in terms of not having to talk about Lou too much. I mean, I guess her legs pretty much explain themselves, Dom being a doctor and all, but I can’t help wondering if he’d have been so keen to invite us into his happy home if he knew about those sofa holidays. I feel my chest start to contract. Tranquila, chica.

‘Thanks again, Dom. You know, for inviting us. For having us.’

He sits forward on the edge of the chair, and his face gets all serious when he tells me how important it is to him that Lou and I feel comfortable here, for however long it might be. ‘Like it’s your own home. Both of you. OK?’

Dom reminds me of my Spanish teacher. Just the right balance of cool guy and smart guy, doesn’t treat you like you’re just some dumb kid, but you still know there’s an adult in the room. I’ve never even really had a burning ambition to be fluent in Spanish, I just always hated the thought of disappointing Mr Navarro.

‘Tu casa es mi casa, that kind of thing, you mean?’ I figure if I keep it light, I won’t risk too many questions. Plus, turns out Spanish is good for the nerves. Mine, anyhow. Pulls me up. Calms me down. Sometimes I can even kid myself I’m a full-time chica tranquila.

‘Exactly, Wolfie, that’s the one.’ Dom relaxes back into his chair and we listen to George banging drawers in his bedroom through the wall. I wonder how long it’ll be before he realises he’s missing out on something. I kind of hope it won’t be too long, and that’s quite a surprise.


Dom’s easy to talk to, though, and we chat about school, what subjects I like best, loose plans for the future, yada, yada. I want to say, oh, you know, facilitate world peace, slow global warming, Bob Dylan tribute act. Maybe in that order.

‘I’m not really sure yet. Something environmental maybe.’

I’ve already noticed the smart-arse in me backs right off when I’m around Dom. His calmness is almost contagious, which I guess would be something to aim for from the guy coming at you with a scalpel.

‘Danny’s a good guy, you know.’

Respect. The surgeon gets us from school to the elephant in the room without even nicking an artery. He looks into his mug like my uncle might be in there, bobbing for marshmallows, trying to prove what a good guy he is. And I never said he wasn’t, but let’s face it, Danny Mulberry wouldn’t feel like the adult in the room in a kindergarten finger-painting class.

‘I know he got off to a bit of a rocky start with you, but honestly, he means well. He doesn’t always drink that much, despite what George says, although lately . . . But he’s lovely, he’s just . . .’ Dom gives up on the bottom of the mug, and looks back at me and shrugs. ‘I don’t know, he’s just Danny.’

Just Danny. Well, Danny seems like kind of a lot from what I’ve seen, and also, I find it pretty interesting that when Dom said that, he sounded quite like my mother did when I’d given her an hour’s warning her long-lost brother was on his way over. As if Danny was someone people had to make excuses or exceptions for. Like he needed protecting, somehow. I smile and hope it’s the answer Dom’s looking for, because it’s all I’ve got.

‘I’ve known him so long I guess I’ve forgotten how he can come across to other people,’ Dom says. ‘I just know what he means to me and George.’ Something happens to his voice when he says George’s name and he tries to turn it around by pretending it’s a yawn. Don’t try and kid a kidder, Dom.


He twirls his empty mug in his hands and I think maybe it’s over and I’ve got away with not saying anything, but he’s just catching his breath.

‘The first time Danny came to stay with us was when Kath . . . when George’s mother died. I was a complete mess. I was barely capable of looking after myself, let alone a two-year-old. But Danny drove me home from the funeral and he didn’t leave for a month – even quit his job, and it was one he actually liked. I don’t really remember the first couple of weeks, and even now I’ve no idea what he got up to with George that entire time. But I guess that’s what I’m getting at. Because even then, especially then really, when I was close to losing it, all I knew was that if George was with Danny, he was OK. He was safe. Because I’d trust Danny with the most precious thing in my life, no questions asked, but I probably wouldn’t let him use my good saucepans. You know what I mean?’

I do. I hope Dom doesn’t notice how hard it is for me to suck oxygen in and out right now because of how much I bloody do. And what if he’s right? What if Danny is the guy? What if he actually is the one I need, the one I can trust with the most precious thing in my life? Maybe we’d have to sacrifice a few saucepans along the way, but also maybe so what? Quid pro quo.

A door slams and George calls out to the dog. There’s a scrabbling of paws on polished floors, and then muffled thumps as Gentleman tears up the stairs to what he’s probably fully expecting to be the most exciting time of his life. Dom stands up and walks over to the window.

‘You know, it’s been four years since Kath died, but this house is still so full of the space she left behind. It’s way too big for me and George, but when Danny came back to stay, it just seemed like he filled it up again, or something.’

Dom stares out into the darkness and I think, Volume, capacity. Got it.


When the hurricane from down the hall arrives, I think maybe we’re both a bit relieved. George is sharp and straight away he knows he’s walked in on something. Gentleman’s right behind him, waiting for the fun to start, but George stands still, in his Buzz pyjamas and bath-wet hair, and his eyes go from Dom to me and back again. Then he just walks over and grabs his father’s hand and looks up at him, like they’re at a bus stop ready to go. It makes me want to cry. That lovely man and his lovely mad little kid, a couple of carbon cut-outs waiting for their bus, missing their Kath. Protecting their Danny.

‘OK, OK, I think it’s time we left Wolfie alone and it’s definitely your bedtime, George.’ The calm doctor-slash-parent is back in the room, but when he finally shovels George out, just before he shuts the door, Dom turns back around.

‘What I meant was, just don’t be too hard on Danny, that’s all.’

And then I’m alone in that big bedroom that smells like hot chocolate and clean sheets and George’s soapy skin, thinking that’s the exact same thing I said to Danny, about Lou.

 

It’s not like I’m lying there wide awake under about a thousand togs of luxury duvet listening out for my uncle to come home.

I am, though.

I finally hear the front door open and close quietly and I think, Well, maybe the guy isn’t completely smashed, but then there’s a dull thump like he’s just bounced off a wall. To be fair, the house is so quiet I could probably hear him stub a toe. At our place there’s always something going on, like neighbours fighting, other people’s tellies blaring, cars backfiring, cats squawking. Sometimes all of it at once. But Dom’s house is as polite as he is.

I hear some far-off clinks from the kitchen then the sound of the back door closing, and suddenly I want to see him. I shimmy to the end of the bed, which I already know gives me a perfect view over to the shed. When the light comes on, I duck down before I realise he’s probably drunk, it’s very dark, and as if he’ll be looking.

I watch my uncle’s shadow as he moves around the shed, then it drops low and disappears. I picture him sitting on his bed, falling asleep into a plate of cold pesto pasta and planning ways to avoid us. After a few minutes of no more action, I give up and lie back down to wait for sleep, but the light from the shed is throwing a mottled pattern on the wall that I can’t stop looking at. I drag the covers over my head and feel a tiny flutter behind my ribcage. I think about Dom and George and his mother and the empty spaces in this massive house. I think about a woman who likes to live in small places and a man who sleeps in a shed. And then, in the dark, I close my eyes and like I do, like I always do, I take a deep breath in. The deepest.


From my gut, from the bottom of my feet. I count.

Five, six, seven.

Hands press down. Flat, dead weight on my chest.

Hold it in.

Take it easy, you. Sixteen, seventeen, eighteen.

Wings. Slow, beating. Pushing wind around my face.

Twenty-six, twenty-seven. Forty. Keep them closed.

Don’t breathe.

The only way out is through. Fifty.

Steel around my chest, twisting, tightening. Pulse shredding my skin.

Seventy-three. Seventy-four.

The pain is blue.

Quid pro quo, chica.
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Most of the times Lou’s talked to someone, it’s been my idea. We’ve seen a couple of psychologists, a counsellor, a psychotherapist, a kinesiologist, a Bowen therapist, a hypnotherapist and, I kid you not, a shaman. The guy was a doozy and I don’t think any of us are going to forget that day in a hurry.

All of them have been equally and spectacularly unhelpful, and I’m sorry about that. I’m sorry I’m so cynical at such a young age. I’m bloody sorry I even know the meaning of the word cynical, but there it is. I ams what I ams.

I know Lou can’t help who she is any more than I can help being me, though, and no amount of talking to someone is going to change that. It just sometimes feels like a valve needs bleeding or something; like central heating. If Sigmund Freud were still around he’d probably say I’m projecting, but I’d tell him you try living with Lou, mate. You try living with someone who once told you that the only reason she’s still here is because of you, and couldn’t even make it sound like a compliment.

A few years ago (on the advice of a real doctor, not just me), Lou started seeing a psychologist called Greta. Her office, which was also her house, became our regular Thursday meet-up spot. When I finished school, I’d walk the ten minutes to Greta’s place, let myself in the side gate and wait outside her door just to make sure it really was my mother in there and not some other random donkey on the edge. I’d stand there watching the ants crawl over my trainers and waiting to catch a snippet of Lou’s voice. Sometimes it was just a whisper in response to something Greta said, and others it was broken and muffled, like she was crying, but unmistakably her. On the odd day it was quiet for so long I’d get sick of waiting, and just have to trust my luck and knock anyhow.

Greta would appear at the door in seconds and usher me through. ‘Hi, Wolfie, come on in.’ She’d hand me a battered iPod Mini and earphones, a pile of old Psychologies magazines and sometimes the end of a packet of biscuits. Then I’d kick my shoes off, squish up on the beanbag in the corner and wait out the session.

I liked Greta, even though the fact that she worked from her house made me wonder a bit about her credentials. I used her loo once and someone had written I’m not quite crazy but I’m dangerously close in red felt tip on the wall. There wasn’t any way of telling whether it was related to the personal or professional part of her life, and Greta didn’t know we only chose her because she was the closest psychologist to my school.

‘Strategy, Wolfie,’ Lou said. ‘Two birds, one stone.’ She doesn’t have a strategy for life, but she has one for therapy.

I got pretty good at tapping my foot to a very low-volume beat, pretending I wasn’t listening to every word Greta was saying to my mother and trying to glean something medical. I learned a lot. I’d mouth along to the whispering Bieber or Britney or a bunch of others Greta obviously thought every twelve-year-old would want to listen to. Sometimes I’d even let out a hum for good measure and strategy. All the while I was storing away words like trauma and cognitive and dysphoria that might be of use at a later stage.


One time I heard Greta say, quite sadly I thought, in my close-to-professional opinion, that the problem with life is that something can start off as small as a flea and end up as big as a freight train. I stayed awake an entire night thinking about that one.

If Lou ever noticed when I brought the words I’d heard in Greta’s office out for an airing, she never let on. She’d just nod and close her eyes and ask me would I mind terribly if we had the curtains pulled. Or yes, she’d love a cup of tea thanks, but could I possibly close the kitchen door because the kettle was just a bit too loud.

When Greta cut us loose, like I knew she would eventually, because you can only GPS your way into a brick wall so many times, I still occasionally used some of her words for old times’ sake. And because they were pretty much all I had.

I wasn’t convinced that therapy was the right therapy for either Lou or me, but I did know that nobody wants to be in the way of the flea that turns into a freight train.
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One of the few concessions I made to my self-imposed exile in Dom’s garden shed was the use of his Gaggia coffee machine. Proof that I’m not too proud to accept charity of the caffeinated kind, which might seem hypocritical, but what can I say, I’m an enigma wrapped in a conundrum. Or so I was once told by a gentle, trippy woman called Janey, who took me home to a gypsy caravan in her elderly parents’ back garden. She read my cards and traced circles on my back with an eagle feather from a Poundshop, and it’s still my favourite ever description of me.

I’m quite a dab hand at the Gaggia, if I do say so myself, the result of a month working in a trendy cafe in Camden Town. I genuinely loved that job, and when I got the sack it had nothing to do with my skills behind the coffee machine and everything to do with my highly personalised brand of customer service. Hand on heart, I can say that the customers who did get their coffee (with a generous side of conversation) were very happy. The quite large number of thirsty punters who didn’t, not so much.

For the past year, my morning drill had been to roll out of bed at a seven twenty-eight alarm (because if I wasn’t up by seven thirty, I’d have to deal with Gentleman at the shed door) and stroll or shuffle across to the house, depending on the mood of the day. I’d fire up the Gaggia and make an espresso for Dom, a cappuccino for me and a Georgeaccino for the boss. Because even though George insists he’s not a baby, he is partial to a bit of banter and a cup of warm frothy milk in the morning.

After they headed off to school and work, I plotted up with a second coffee on the patio in the saggy old armchair I’d rescued from Ray’s hard rubbish for a bit of me time. Even in winter (starting hours at whatever job I was at permitting), I rarely deviated from my morning ritual. Because at the risk of sounding as woo-woo as Dr Spooner, that half an hour sitting in the fresh air, deliberately doing nothing, set me up for the rest of the day. Even if the plan for the rest of the day was doing nothing.

When I was a kid, my father swore by a version of that very ritual. While the rest of us got ourselves dressed, ate breakfast and shouted at the telly, he’d head to his 1930s French leather club chair with his cup of tea. He’d sit in it for exactly half an hour – no more, no less – staring out at the big bay laurel tree in our front garden and looking for all the world like the happiest man on the planet. Between his job and his family, every other waking minute of his day belonged to someone else, but that half-hour was all his.

I think it might be the one good habit I’ve cultivated over a lifetime of accumulating bad ones, and to me, the fact that I continued to show up for my regular coffee-making duties was solid proof that I actually didn’t have a ‘fucking raging case of commitment issues’. (Ah, lovely, sparky, foul-mouthed Hannah, if only you’d had the time and constitution to stick around.) But there’s also a small and wishful part of me that hoped the provision of good coffee might go some way to excusing the bad behaviour I’d engaged in while I’d been Dom’s house guest, when it came to losing keys, climbing over neighbours’ fences at three in the morning, and occasionally shouting the bar with my rent money.


With Lou and Wolfie in the house, the vibe in the mornings was decidedly different, though. For the first two days I was so focused on avoiding an encounter with them that the froth on the coffee was particularly long and the banter unusually short. Dom and George seemed oblivious on both counts, so I managed to slip out and get back over to the shed (forgoing my lovely armchair) before anyone else appeared.

On both days, I’d left via the side gate soon after I heard the garage roller door open and close, staying out until I knew Dom would be back from the afternoon school run (one of the perks of being in demand and able to work his own hours). In those forty-eight hours, I’d seen three films, walked the perimeters of two Royal Parks – twice – and drunk about thirty cups of tea in various cafes around North London. My shameful plan worked quite well, with the exception of the second day, when I’d forgotten about George’s three-thirty swimming lesson and had to circle the block four times until I saw Dom’s car finally pull up in the driveway forty-five minutes later.

Once other people were home it was a lot easier to get lost in the crowd, so I’d managed to almost completely avoid Lou and Wolfie, apart from a brief sighting as I passed through the kitchen at dinner time on my way to the pub for a couple of made-up birthday celebrations. Yes, two in a row, George, and mind your beeswax.

I knew it couldn’t last, though, and I was right.

On the third morning, Wolfie showed up in the kitchen while I was still making coffee. I don’t know how long she’d been there, listening to Dom and me discussing the merits of almond milk, but when a flash of movement caught my eye I looked over and she was standing in the doorway. Watching me.

‘Oh. Hi. Hey. Good morning.’ I tried to keep my cool, but even though I couldn’t quite put my finger on why, my niece made me slightly nervous at the best of times, let alone when she turned up like a teenage ninja.


‘Long time no see, Danny.’ She raised an eyebrow and gave me about a quarter of a smile. I felt my intestines shrivel. OK, that’s why.

‘You might want to watch that.’ She indicated with her head but it was too late, and a steaming volcano of milk frothed over the edges of the jug and on to the bench.

‘Shit it all!’

‘Dad, Danny said a swear word!’ George bounded into the kitchen ready for action, but as soon as he saw Wolfie, my potty mouth was relegated to the second most interesting thing in the room. He buzzed around, pulling out chairs, firing questions at her and bigging up the breakfast situation.

‘Wolfie, do you want cornflakes? That’s what I’m having. You didn’t have anything yesterday, weren’t you hungry? We’ve got other cereal, too, but cornflakes are the best. Danny reckons it’s like eating little crunchy bits of sunshine. Give Wolfie a humungous bowl of cornflakes, Dad, like me.’

Dom poured a couple of normal-sized bowls of cornflakes and hosed George down with a reminder about his backpack, homework and lunch box. I carried on making coffee, slotting in a new order of an Americano for Wolfie. Because of course she drank black coffee; she probably liked to finish off with a cigar and a glass of port.

With my job done and everyone else occupied with breakfast, it was a good time to make my escape. By my reckoning there was still about twenty minutes before they’d be leaving for the school run (which I shouldn’t have been surprised to find out already seamlessly included Wolfie), so I made plans to drink my coffee in the shed, do some quick research on what was showing at the St John’s Wood Odeon, then leg it via the side gate. Dom was flicking through his Guardian, and George was practically swooning at the thought of half an hour in the car with Wolfie, so I started edging towards the back door. I nearly made it.


I had my hand on the door when George’s chatter abruptly stopped. A chair scraped and I hesitated for a split second before turning my head to see Dom already halfway across the kitchen.

‘Good morning. Here, let me give you a hand.’

And there was the very person I’d been avoiding for sixteen years, two months, three weeks and two days.

 

Lou looked awkward, which, to be fair, was understandable with one and a half legs out of action. She was leaning into the doorframe on her crutches, with her weight on her bandaged leg. The other leg, in the cast, hovered slightly off the floor and out in front. It looked like the only part of my sister’s body that had somewhere to go.

Dom gently steered her across the room like the good doctor that he is and supported her as she lowered down into a chair. George shot under the table and emerged with a low wooden stool, which he slid over in front of Lou, and Wolfie carefully lifted the cast and placed it on top. There was no consultation between any of them, but with that level of efficiency it was clear it wasn’t the first time they’d done it.

I was still frozen to the spot with my body twisted at a weird angle, my coffee mug burning into my fingers, and a slow dawning realisation that while I’d secretly been congratulating myself on evading them, Dom and George had already gone and wrapped their arms around my sister and her girl. I pressed my knuckles harder into the pain for a few seconds more, then turned around.

It felt like all the background noise had been sucked out of the room as Lou and I held each other’s gaze. In my head I said her name. Lou. Lou. From my mouth came the only thing I could be certain I wouldn’t make a mess of.

‘Coffee?’

‘Thanks, Danny, that’d be great.’


I made her a cappuccino, catching snippets of conversation as I frothed the milk for much longer than it needed. George articulately argued his right to wear his choice of socks with his uniform (Buzz, of course, and totally illegal at his posh school), and Dom asked a few polite questions of Lou, which I had a feeling were mostly for my benefit. But while I appreciated the attempts to kickstart a conversation I wasn’t brave enough to have myself, I just wasn’t up to it. Sorry, Dom. I was barely up to a cappuccino. I listened though, while Lou offered mostly single-word answers to his questions. There was a yes, a no and a sometimes. All we needed was a maybe for the full house.

Can I do this? Maybe.

I added another shot of coffee to my own untouched mug and stepped out of the back door, not even bothering to pretend any more. The zombie apocalypse of memories I’d been trying so hard to escape for the past two nights (pillow over my head, channelling Dr Spooner) was hard on my heels. Chronological flashes of a tiny pink-faced interloper who’d had me at hello. Of a pudgy laughing toddler who knew how to stick like glue. Of a girl who stayed up half the night to decorate a super-sized birthday cake in the shape of a cricket bat.

As I walked over to my shed, I heard a loud rustling in the hedge and caught a flash of blue shirt and a stifled curse as a pair of wood pigeons flapped off into the sky. At least there were some things I could rely on not to change.

God bless you, Ray.

 

My mother died when I was the best and worst of ages. Thirteen, when the world’s laid out at the bottom of your size nines and you’re starting to grow the things that make you a man – hair, heart, underdeveloped pre-frontal cortex. But it’s also a time when nobody, least of all you, really knows who you’re on the cusp of being, so nobody, especially not you, knows how to navigate the wreckage that’s strewn around your thirteen-year-old life.

After Mum died, my father was so focused on Lou that he probably wouldn’t have noticed if I hadn’t bothered with the pretence of getting up, putting on my school uniform and heading out of the door with my school bag full of nothing every day. Quite often I didn’t, and I don’t think he did. Because I was the best and worst of ages, and my sister was the eight-year-old girl who’d been in the car when our mother drove off the edge of the M25 in the rain. The miracle who’d been crowbarred out of a fatal smash without the proverbial scratch, on a special girls’ day out to Brighton to visit the only shop this side of Penzance that stocked a particular style of rose-pink, size-three ballet shoes.

Because thirteen is the best and worst of ages for a boy, nobody really knows what you’re thinking, either. Not when you’re watching TV or eating your dinner. Not when you’re lying up in your room with the door locked, drinking your first can of lager bought for you by your mate’s big brother. And not when you walk out of the door with an empty school bag over your shoulder.

Nobody knows the thing you’ve been repeating over and over in your head, every spare minute of every day for a month, because you need it to be true. That you love her, that eight-year-old girl. You love her. Because you’ve got the most important job in the world and anything else is unfathomable, illogical, impossible.

Because she’s your sister.

And so, you couldn’t blame her for your mother’s death.

Except that you could. Because you did.
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Living in a garden shed means I’m used to some pretty random noises. If I hear a rustling or scurrying or a faint tapping outside the window in the early hours, my worst guess is an axe murderer, but my best is usually a squirrel. Most of the time I’m able to wish my (hopefully) furry, not axe-wielding visitor well and drop straight back off to sleep.

So, when I was disturbed out of a very satisfying dream that involved Ray stranded in the high branches of a tree being held to account by a jury of wood pigeons, I was relaxed enough about whatever had woken me to wonder what might have happened next. I lay there leisurely and conjured a scenario of the entire neighbourhood witnessing me carry out a heroic rescue, while Ray showered me with his undying gratitude and apologies for having ever doubted my character.

Happy with the ending, I rolled over and looked at my phone; seven fifteen, time to squeeze in another few minutes’ sleep. I was just getting comfortable in the cosy me-shaped dip in the mattress when there was a soft knock on the shed door. Nobody ever knocked on that door. George and Gentleman were the only ones who ventured down, and they certainly didn’t stand on ceremony. I’m lucky if I get a two-second warning before the door flings open and George starts verbally trashing the place. ‘What a dump!’ is his favourite variation on the theme.

Dom had popped his head in once, staying just long enough to have a cursory look around and refuse my offer of a cuppa. ‘I’d rather go to a tea party under Waterloo Bridge,’ he said. Like son, like father, and actually, I once spent a sleepless night under Waterloo Bridge after I missed the last Tube home with a brilliant guy called Blue Tony, and that evening remains one of the highlights of my life. I didn’t mention that to Dom, though.

I’d just about convinced myself I’d imagined the knock when there was a very definite throat-clear that sounded about six inches from my head. I shot out from under the duvet on to my knees and peered through the thin layer of moss on the window. It was a couple of disorienting seconds before I worked out what I was squinting at, which was the terrifying sight of a (definitely human) face squashed right up to the glass on the other side. I recoiled like a shot and nearly fell off the bed.

‘Oi! What the bloody hell? Get out of it, you!’

The face reared back at the same speed, flashing the very white whites of a couple of boggling eyes before it disappeared. There was a soft thud as what sounded like a quite substantial body fell backwards on to what I knew instantly was the pile of fertiliser bags I’d left in that very spot. Because there are many things I’ve learned I can share a space with (Blue Tony’s collection of spooky Victorian dolls a case in point), but blood, bone and chicken poo are not on that list. I’d been promising Dom I’d spread it on the garden beds for three months – the least I could do considering I’d overtaken his garden storage – but I felt slightly vindicated at the thought of a prowler now presumably flat on his back.

That thought gave me a bit of an edge, so when I leaped off the bed, I was way more nimble than I’d have thought I was capable of at that hour of the morning. I flung open the door to see Dom leaning casually against the back of the house, one hand in the pocket of his perfectly ironed chinos and the other holding a piece of toast. He looked highly amused.

‘Morning, Danny.’ He turned his head in the direction of the fertiliser. ‘You found him then, Pete?’

I stepped out on to the damp grass in my bare feet and poked my head around the corner of the shed. A young guy in a suit and tie was flailing about on a four-stack of B&Q’s finest blood and bone trying to untangle his limbs.

‘Who the hell’s Pete?’ I was talking to Dom but I kept my eyes on the visitor, tossing up whether or not I should alert him to the bucket of stagnant water directly behind him, where George and I had been running a very long-standing science experiment.

‘Hi. Me, I’m Pete. Pete Barker. Look, sorry about that, I didn’t mean to frighten you, but your landlord said . . .’ He looked over at Dom for support. ‘And I did actually knock first.’

Dom took a bite of toast and grinned benevolently, clearly enjoying the entertainment. Pete Barker, on the other hand, looked miserable and, damn it, I could feel myself softening towards him. His face seemed slightly familiar, and I wondered if I’d met him down at the pub at some stage.

‘OK. Right then, Pete. I’m guessing that as Dom obviously let you in, or at least didn’t keep you out, you weren’t planning on waking me up to murder me, but, and I’m sure you’ll forgive my curiosity, what the hell are you doing perving in my window at the crack of dawn?’

Pete finally managed to right himself, and it turned out we had a bit of a man mountain on our hands. He looked about seven foot tall, and even through his suit I could make out a pretty impressive physique. He made the shed look like a cubby house. I saw his eyes flick down to his watch and decided that if he dared say seven twenty wasn’t exactly the crack of dawn, I’d land him in that bucket of slime myself. To his credit, he didn’t mention it, but Dom let out a loud snort from the peanut gallery.

‘I’m here about the . . . the, um, newspaper.’ He did have a leather satchel slung across his body, but he seemed a little too old and well-dressed for a paper round. He glanced hopefully over at Dom again, but Dom was having none of it.

‘We did – well, I mean, I did a story last week in the Double. About the . . .’ He waved his hand vaguely around in the air, seemingly to a point over the top of the house. I looked at the roof to see if I could work out what he was talking about.

‘The double what?’ I was genuinely stumped for a few seconds, but then the penny dropped. ‘Oh, bloody hell, that newspaper. Right, about the, um . . .’ It was my turn to look at Dom for support, but he was examining his fingernails and trying not to laugh. ‘The quote. The graffiti stuff. OK, got it. So that was you? Well, thanks for nothing, mate, and if you’re here to tell me I haven’t cleaned it off fast enough, you can jog on. I’m working on it.’

In exchange for recording no arrest, Officer Hanley and I had come to a very civilised agreement about removing the graffiti, but so far, I’d worked on it for all of about twenty minutes with turps and a wire brush, and I’d only managed to get off about a third of the first letter. It was backbreaking stuff, and Ray hovering behind his fence muttering and tutting at my technique hadn’t helped. I’d lost interest in the job quickly, and also, with the luxury of contemplation time, I decided I was inclined to agree with drunk me. I rather liked the sentiment. I mean, cats and kings; you betcha and why not?

I still hadn’t been able to firm up a memory of the circumstances behind the quote, but whenever I repeated the words in my head it felt tantalisingly close.

‘No, no, that’s not it at all, Mr Mulberry. It’s great. It’s awesome, I love it. We . . . everybody loved it.’ Great? Awesome? Everybody loved it? Who loves it? And if Pete wasn’t here about the graffiti, what then? I caught an encouraging nod from Dom, in Pete’s direction, which seemed to give him the confidence he needed.

‘Look, do you think . . . I mean, would you mind if I came in and talked to you about something, Mr Mulberry? I think it might be easier if I had a chance to explain properly.’

‘In? You mean in here?’ I looked at my little shed then at Pete, wondering where that massive Adonis was going to fit. Like I said, I wasn’t used to receiving guests aside from very small ones and, just the once, a lovely lady I’d met at the Haverstock Tavern on the day Australia beat England in the fifth test in Hobart, an event I vowed was never to be repeated. The lady, I mean. I have very little control over the results of the Ashes series, contrary to what I’ve told George. That was the night I discovered that bringing polite company back to a three-by-four-metre garden shed with a single bed was not only impractical, it was also very uncomfortable. And I’ll leave it there.

But Pete insisted he was game, so in he came, and I was right, because he took up most of the spare space. It was hard not to be impressed at such a remarkable physical specimen, and I was briefly side-tracked by the memory of my own most recent attempt to get fit – the end result of which was the realisation by both Gentleman and me that running around Hampstead Heath at top speed was not our bag. And shin splints.

‘OK, Pete.’ I shook the empty plastic milk bottle I’d taken out of the fridge, which I’d just remembered had already been empty when I put it back in there the night before. ‘I can offer you tea but no coffee, sugar but no milk. What’ll it be?’ While I was talking, I was subtly trying to work out if the two mugs on the bench were fit for purpose. Without being too obvious, I couldn’t be sure, but I decided Pete was just going to have to roll the dice and take his chances like the rest of us.


‘Black tea would be great thanks, Mr Mulberry. Just the way I take it.’

Well, that was definitely a lie. If I were to judge Pete by his cover, his hot drink of choice was more likely to be Colombian single origin with a side of organic wheatgrass, but it was decent of him to be so polite.

‘Listen, call me Danny, mate. If I’m calling you Pete, I think it’s only fair. It is OK to call you Pete, I take it?’

‘Oh yeah, yeah, of course. Thanks, Danny.’ I could see he was trying to look like he wasn’t having a good old nosey around the shed, but he was a journo and he definitely was. He was also probably trying to work out where I came in on the nut-o-meter. I could have saved him the trouble and just told him; fairly close to the top end some days, mate. Because I’m not that far gone in my love affair with the shed to see how it would look to a stranger. The damp marks creeping down the walls (or up, I could never figure it out); the odd weed popping its head through the cracks in the slab; the peculiar fusty smell, which I knew in my heart of hearts was still there, even though I couldn’t smell it after a year of acclimatising. And that’s before we even got to the extremely very blue (George’s brilliantly accurate description) Buzz Lightyear duvet cover, magnanimously handed down to me when George had added a couple of new ones to his rotation, which featured even brighter colours and some brand-new adventures.

I actually bloody loved that duvet cover. I sometimes imagined that in a parallel universe Buzz and I could have been brothers. I’d be the younger, black sheep of the family, of course, doomed to stay at home to look after the pets and pick up the mail while golden boy zoomed off to infinity and beyond.

‘What is it I can do for you then, Pete?’ I handed him a mug of tea, hoping he wouldn’t notice the congealed drip of whatever was on the outside.


‘Well, Mr . . . sorry, Danny. It’s about the story I wrote. Like my editor says, you can never predict which way the punters are going to go, but turns out we’ve had quite an unexpected response to it.’

You and me both, mate.

‘A positive response, I mean,’ he added quickly. His eyes flicked around the shed again and landed on Buzz. ‘Would it be OK if I . . .?’ He gestured to the bed and I realised how dangerously close his head was to the rafters. I waved my hand invitingly like I was offering him a Terence Conran recliner then quickly ducked behind him to whip the duvet up over the pillow, so he didn’t land in my sleepy hole. He perched on the edge and actually looked surprisingly comfortable.

‘A positive response to what, Pete? Me defacing the pavement? Getting arrested? Giving dear old Ray the two fingers up?’

Pete coughed into his mug and I didn’t know if it was a reaction to my recap of events or the shock of the black, sugarless tea. Through the open door of the shed I could see across to the downstairs bedroom window, where the curtains were drawn except for the tiniest sliver.

‘No, no, nobody cares about any of that. In fact, like I was saying to your . . . to Dom, most people seemed to think the whole “up the Establishment” vibe was quite funny.’

No wonder Dom had been looking amused. I imagined Ray would be less so, though, if he knew. I wondered if I should send a paper plane over the fence with the news. Dear Ray, most people thought I was quite funny, love Danny M.

Most people?

‘Pete, when you say most people—’

‘What I mean is that it was your . . . your . . .’ He clicked his fingers at himself, looking for a word. ‘Message, that people seem to be relating to.’

My what?

‘My what?’


‘Your message. Your philosophy, your ethos, your, um, credo, dude.’ Pete was obviously having difficultly locating the appropriate vernacular of my generation, so he was trying them all and I appreciated the effort. ‘You know, Danny, the whole cat and king thing. Equal rights for battlers, oppression from the ruling classes, reach for the stars, all that jazz.’

He waved his hands in the air like he was describing a good pasta sauce, and tea sloshed dangerously. ‘That kind of stuff is really on point right now, and what it looks like to us is that because of the message and how it . . . how you came across in the story, people felt – well, they feel like they can trust you. Ask you things.’ He drained his mug then immediately looked back into it hopefully. ‘Or, you know, something like that.’ Trust me? Ask me things? I was starting to worry where all this was leading.

When Wolfie had shown me that newspaper, I’d been so shocked at seeing the photo I hadn’t even noticed there was an accompanying story. The next day Dom had mentioned something about it being the best fiction he’d read in a long time, but the paper seemed to have disappeared with Wolfie so that was that. I was just glad people were now eating their fish and chips and cleaning their windows with that reference to me being forty-two. And, by the way, about that, Pete.

‘By the way, Pete—’ But Pete was on a mission.

‘The thing is, we’ve had loads of emails come in about the story and there’s even been a bit of the old-school stuff. You know, like, letters. Snail mail. From old people, I guess.’ Pete’s eyes darted around the shed like Formula Ones, and was I imagining he suddenly didn’t seem to want to look me in the eye?

‘My editor couldn’t believe it. He reckons last time he saw actual old-style letters from people was when he was working as a sub at the Daily Mail and Gazza won BBC Sports Personality of the Year. But anyhow, your story clearly appealed to a wide range of, um . . .’ Pete looked up to the rafters to find his word. He snapped his fingers. ‘Denographics, that’s it.’ That’s definitely not it, Pete.

‘Bloody hell. Proper handwritten letters? Me up there with Gazza, who’d have thought?’ I was making light of it, but I was now desperately trying to dredge up some urgent memories of not only a) doing the graffiti in the first place, but also b) what I’d said after the fact that could possibly have been misconstrued as some kind of a philosophy, ethos or even credo. All of which seemed kind of important.

While it was embarrassing to have finally lived down to Ray’s expectations and been arrested, this turn of events had the potential to be far worse than that. Because here was nice young Pete Barker from the Double sitting a bit too comfortably on Buzz Lightyear’s big grinning head telling me – what? His readers liked me? The thought of anything I’d said making any kind of sense – particularly when I didn’t even remember it myself – was frankly a bit of a worry.

‘The thing is, Danny, it’s all about perspective, isn’t it?’ Probably not, Pete mate. ‘I mean, people hear what they want to hear, or in this case, read what they want to read. Everybody’s looking for enlightenment, the meaning of life and all that, so if someone shows up and comes across as a bit of a guru in that department, well, who can blame people for wanting a piece of him?’ Pete cleared his throat and I definitely didn’t imagine he gave me the side-eye. ‘A few of them have even said straight up that you’re the sign they’ve been waiting for and the story has, you know, galvanised them into action.’

I would genuinely struggle to come up with anything that might make someone think I could be a sign of anything meaningful, let alone one that could galvanise them into action. ‘Listen, Pete, I’m not going to lie. I was pretty . . . Well, let’s say just I was a bit under the weather that morning.’ Understatement of the year right there, and George would have been on to it like a shot. ‘Whatever I said to the police, or whoever you got your information from . . . Look, to be honest I don’t actually remember all that much of it.’ Or any of it.


Pete waved his hand breezily, as though my admission was entirely irrelevant. I remembered the old saying about never letting the truth get in the way of a good story and wondered just how loosely a newspaper like the Double was allowed to interpret the meaning of ‘freedom of the press’.

‘Danny, don’t worry about it, mate. I spoke to your neighbour and the arresting officer and they both told me you were completely smashed, so, no offence, but it’s really not surprising you don’t remember much, is it?’ He had a point. ‘And look, don’t beat yourself up. Nobody could have predicted it would get the kind of response it has.’

I glanced over to the downstairs bedroom window again, and an image of Wolfie’s small hands and messy navy nail varnish pushing the newspaper across the kitchen table flashed into my head.

‘Actually, Dom mentioned you didn’t get the chance to read the story, so as luck would have it I’ve got a printout that I can leave with you to read at your leisure.’ Pete patted the satchel slung across his body but made no move to open it. ‘Anyway, the main thing is that my editor loves you, which is the whole reason I’m here. He wants to know if you’d be interested in replying to the letters that have come in, with a bit of . . . you know, advice or guidance, or whatever you want to call it. And then the idea is that we could maybe print a few of them, along with a follow-up story.’ His eyes flicked down to his satchel and he frowned. ‘Although not all of them are entirely suitable for that.’

I have no idea what I’d thought Pete was going to come out with, but it definitely wasn’t that. I was literally lost for words, but he didn’t even notice.

‘My editor says it’s all about reader engagement these days, and this is proper, old-fashioned organic engagement, so he’s keen to strike while the iron’s hot. It’s exciting stuff, Danny!’ It seemed to me like it might have been proper, old-fashioned organic squirrel shit, but Pete’s enthusiasm was just a little bit endearing and I was very inconveniently starting to like him.

He reached into the satchel, pulled out a pile of papers in a bulldog clip and held them out to me. ‘I’ve printed off a few of the emails and there’s a couple of the other snail mail ones in there as well. There’s plenty more, but I didn’t want to show up and overwhelm you, so I thought . . . Anyway, here you go.’

The idea was ludicrous, but at the same time, as I took the letters I felt a twinge of something slightly thrilling in my gut. Because, what if – I mean, just what if – inadvertently, my subconscious had been on to something with that graffiti? What if I really had stumbled on some kind of theory of enlightenment? What if, by going beyond my six-pint critical mass, something weird and wonderful had been set in motion? Cats and kings. I flicked through the letters and jumped at the sharp electric zap as a piece of paper sliced my finger. I watched a tiny drop of blood spread across my skin and realised there was probably more likelihood of Gentleman learning how to knit me a jumper for Christmas.

‘But why, Pete? Why would anyone think I’d be able to offer any words of advice or wisdom, or whatever it is you say they’re looking for?’

I thought it was a pretty fair question and, even though I could feel myself weakening in the face of Pete’s earnestness, I wasn’t going down without a fight. He immediately looked uncomfortable and started twisting his empty mug around in his giant hands. I thought perhaps he hadn’t heard me properly and I was about to repeat myself, but then his shoulders sagged and he let out a huge sigh.

‘Look, OK, cards on the table, Danny. My editor was actually pretty insistent I get you to agree to this. That story is the only decent thing I’ve written in months and it’s sort of . . .’ He looked down at the floor and cleared his throat. ‘The thing is, I’m on my third warning and I think I might be pretty close to losing my job. I don’t know any influencers or DJs or anything, and I just don’t seem to be able to catch a break with any good stories like the others. I . . . Well, I think I might be a little bit shit for the Double, actually.’ I was immediately glad I hadn’t corrected him on the denographic thing earlier. Easy mistake. ‘When my editor forwarded me the picture your neighbour sent in’ – I bloody knew it – ‘he reckoned he could smell a story when he sniffed one and I had twenty-four hours to come up with it.’

Pete gave me another side-eye to see how he was doing. Right back at you, mate, I thought, because I was way beyond mere suspicions now that he’d taken more than a bit of licence with the truth in that story of his. And, come to think of it, he might be a little less shit than he thought if all those people were supposedly so enamoured of me.

‘Anyway, long story short, I gave your neighbour, Mr, um . . .’ Pete tapped the side of his head. ‘Dundas? Dumpstan? Anyhow, I gave him a call and went from there. By the way, heads up, dude, the guy didn’t have anything good to say about you.’ No kidding. I made a mental note to remember the Dumpstan thing. ‘But that policewoman, that PC Hanley, she was quite nice. Said you had some fascinating theories. Seemed to think the whole thing was pretty funny, actually, and apparently you were very cooperative.’ Ah, Maria, hope springs. And maybe even a little bit interesting?

‘Thing is, Danny, these letters and a possible decent follow-up story on you might be all that’s standing between me and the dole queue at the moment, so if you could see your way clear I’d honestly really appreciate it.’

Oh geez, Pete, you big soft bastard, you know where to get me.

‘Well, I guess it wouldn’t hurt to have a look through them, see if there’s anything I can help out with. It’s just that . . .’ I looked down at the letters in my hand and tried some last-ditch excuses on for size in my head. Emergency happy hour at the Lamb? Secret mission to beyond with Buzz? Righting a couple of decades of wrongs with my sister?


Pete waved at me in a ‘hold on’ motion. ‘Of course, of course, mate. Don’t sweat it. My editor has said I can offer . . .’ It was side-eye city all over again. ‘How does two hundred and fifty pounds sound?’

I was pretty sure he’d come in at the low end of his budget, but you couldn’t blame a guy for trying, and actually money had been the last thing on my mind. I ran my fingers through my sticky-up morning hair, which was all too often still my afternoon and evening hair, and despite the early hour, I had a gnawing deep down in my soul for some meaningless company and conversation down at the pub.

I stared out through the door, turning Pete’s words over in my head. Could I really be the sign someone had been waiting for? Was it possible I actually might have something worthwhile to say? Could a pig, in fact, learn to fly?

Outside, the sky was shaping up a brilliant blue and the downstairs bedroom curtains still hadn’t moved. I thought about my sister lying there looking out at a tiny sliver of that blue, blue sky, and felt a tug from a ghost at my elbow as a small, brown-haired girl looked up at me like I was the smartest guy in the room. Like I knew every damn thing in the world.

So then, with Pete sitting there waiting hopefully for an answer, I wasn’t thinking about the people who wrote those letters, or him losing his job, or how early was too early to head down the Lamb for a two-pound pint. I wasn’t even thinking about the time my mother went on a drive to Brighton and never came back. I was thinking about the day I met my sister, the first girl who ever rocked my world.

I squinted up into the perfect sky.

‘Three hundred and you’re on, Pete.’

Buzz Lightyear laughed and the little bulldog-clipped bundle of letters crackled as Pete fist-pumped the air and nearly knocked the roof off the shed.

He looked positively galvanised.


Cats, Kings, and the Dawn Arrest of a Spiritual Guru

By staff reporter Pete Barker


A reclusive Belsize Park man was arrested this week for defacing the pavement outside his own house. Police say 42-year-old Danny Mulberry offered no defence when initially questioned about the intriguing graffiti, which read: ‘A cat may look at a king.’ While Mulberry was arrested without incident (except for an expressive hand gesture: see photo above), he gave no indication that he was actually resident at the property, and police were unable to explain his apparent willingness to be taken into custody, beyond suggesting he may have been trying to gain some publicity.

Constable Maria Hanley, of the Metropolitan Police, said Mr Mulberry was entirely cooperative and was later released without charge on the condition he remove the graffiti. However, multiple sources who spoke on the proviso of anonymity suggest there could be much more to this seemingly innocuous eccentric’s story than meets the eye – including rumours Mr Mulberry had won big on the EuroMillions, with reports his prize money was as much as ten million pounds.

With no online presence and a shadowy employment history, it appears Mr Mulberry has taken the unusual step of renting out his luxury house and setting himself up in the property’s garden shed. According to neighbours, he lives extremely basically, scavenging furniture from council waste collections and often using the garden for his ablutions. One neighbour claims to have heard unusual noises coming from the shed at odd hours, although he’s never seen anyone bar Mr Mulberry and his dog go in or out.

The question that begs is: what was the intention behind this secret millionaire’s message, and just who is the man that, despite the trappings of extreme wealth, has pared his life down to an almost monastic existence? With a little further digging from this reporter, the conclusion could be drawn that Mr Mulberry is, in fact, a man who’s come as close as anyone (and closer than most) to achieving genuine enlightenment, and he’s walking the talk of his existential principles.

To understand his ethos, we perhaps need to look at the significance of the graffiti itself. There’s some contention over the quote’s provenance and its original intended connotations, but it’s generally accepted to mean that, regardless of a person’s status, they fundamentally have the right to look at another person of a higher status, whether that person likes it or not. Ergo (perhaps), everyone has a right to aspire to elevate themselves to the highest echelons of this earthly life.

The (ten) million-pound question, then, is this: is Danny Mulberry the cat or the king in this equation? Herein lies the genius, because by positioning himself at an elite address in the middle of one of London’s most affluent suburbs, then choosing to live in the garden shed, Mulberry is proving his point in the most tangible of ways. At the same time, he is giving a (now) not-so-subtle two fingers up to the Establishment that traditionally reserves the right to this kind of home ownership for the wealthy and privileged.

According to one of Mr Mulberry’s trusted inner circle, his philosophy is simple: we all have the power to determine our own future by the choices we make in our present. The source said Mr Mulberry has dedicated his own life to helping people find their authentic higher purpose, developing its full potential, and equipping them with the power to make good choices and above all exercising their free will without fear or regret. The friend went on to say that Danny Mulberry’s capacity and enthusiasm to exercise his own free will signal the extent of his own personal enlightenment. But they stressed that Mulberry himself claims to be no different from everyone else, merely ‘a little further along the path in his journey’, believing that no matter who we are or what we’ve done previously, while the past is useful for our personal growth it shouldn’t inform the choices we make going forward.

It’s this sense of responsibility to nurture the concept that we can all decide what and who we want to be that appears to drive Mulberry’s desire to help guide others towards discovering freedom, self-respect, self-awareness, and the courage to choose their own meaning, identity and existence.

Lofty ambitions from a man who lives in a shed, you might say, but this reporter, for one, doesn’t think this is the last piece of wisdom we’re going to hear from this enigmatic modern-day philosopher – or, dare we say it, guru.
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Danny




When I’d finished reading Pete’s story, which contained precious little truth but, I suspected, quite a lot of plagiarised and uncited internet research, I sat there with the printout on my lap for a very long time. Then I folded it neatly in half, placed it on my milk crate table and went back to bed.

Which is where I stayed, only waking up sporadically to catch sight of the bulldog clip of letters lying on the floor where I’d tossed them and immediately closing my eyes tightly again. Many hours later, when through a fuzzy, sleep-dulled head I heard the distant slam of the front door and the sound of George calling out to Gentleman, I wondered if sleeping through the entire day might actually be a pretty genius solution to all my problems. But then the low, gentle tone of Dom’s voice carried across the garden from somewhere in the house (Lou’s room?) and I felt the now familiar lurch of guilt.

I looked at the time: nearly four o’clock. I lay there for a while longer, trying to ignore the vague pulsing of my bladder and doing my best not to look at those letters. But, say what you want about me, I generally accept when I’m beat, and I knew they already had me on the ropes before I’d read a single word. And while Pete’s tenuous employment situation was definitely part of it, the thought of having a bona fide, guilt-free reason to keep myself busy (and scarce) was also pretty persuasive.

I swung my legs off the bed straight into my trainers and threw a hoodie over the previous day’s T-shirt and joggers, which had conveniently doubled as the previous night’s pyjamas. I scooped up the letters, grabbed two pens from an old baked bean tin on the windowsill, and one of George’s discarded exercise books (which I’d used to write a list of what I was going to plant in the so far still-not-happening veggie plot), and shoved it all into a crumpled-up Tesco bag I found under the bench. Not quite as on trend as Pete in his nice suit and leather postman’s satchel, but it’d do.

Keeping one eye on the house, I pulled the shed door closed behind me. I could hear George’s foghorn upstairs, so I knew it was probably safe to sneak down the side and make my getaway, but at the last minute I realised it was going to be a long and painful walk to the Lamb and Flag with a full bladder on board. During the ensuing quick pit stop against the hedge, I fancied I heard a faint judgemental tut from behind the bushes. Get in line, fella, I thought.

‘Get in line, Ray.’

The hedge was dead still, not so much as a quiver as I slipped out of the side gate and on to the street.

 

It was a funny old evening, sitting at a table in a quiet corner of the pub with a pint instead of hanging off the bar on my usual stool. Both pens and the exercise book stayed in the bottom of the Tesco bag (which I discovered I’d previously used to dispose of some old teabags), and by the time my glass was empty and I’d read every letter twice, a dense layer of unease had settled in my gut. There was something about having those strangers’ problems literally in my hands that made me feel dishonest and silly and totally unqualified, and I was already heartily regretting having allowed charming Pete Barker into my shed and life.

I spent another hour with that empty glass, mulling over the contents of the letters, and I was still thinking about them as they banged against my leg in the bag when I walked home, early and close to sober. And when I opened my eyes the next morning, pre-dawn, pre-alarm but feeling oddly rested, there they were, still front and centre in my thoughts. Not to mention staring at me from the milk crate.

I was in the kitchen with the Gaggia humming well before Dom came downstairs, followed by George and just a few minutes later Wolfie. I had their respective orders ready like a well-oiled barista, until George threw a spanner in the works by loudly declaring he now only drank Americanos. Which resulted in Dom setting a few new house rules involving small boys, caffeine and early-morning noise pollution.

I glanced over at Wolfie sipping her coffee, seemingly unfazed by the force of George’s enthusiasm. When our eyes met awkwardly and unexpectedly, it was me who looked away, of course. It unnerved me, how sharp her gaze was, almost as if she knew exactly what I was thinking. Like the jig was well and truly up, and she wasn’t to be fooled by birthday drinks and bogus errands and sleeping all day. Like she knew precisely what my game was.

The thing was, though, I had no idea about her game. At least with Lou, it was a level playing field – cards on the table, nowhere to hide, because we’d both been there, until we hadn’t. But I didn’t know what, if anything, my niece knew about the reasons why Lou and I hadn’t spoken for so long. And it’s a hell of a lot easier to dodge a bullet than to eyeball the loaded gun across an Americano.

There was no sign of Lou by the time Dom called a five-minute countdown for the school run, and I honestly didn’t know if I was relieved or disappointed. About ten minutes after the front door slammed behind the others, I was still standing at the kitchen window staring out at the half-dug vegetable patch when Gentleman ambled in. I’d already fed him – an over-generous serving to make up for my absence the day before – but I didn’t put it past him to hold a grudge, so I reached into the cupboard to grab him a treat. I heard a soft scraping noise, and when I turned around Lou was there. My dog, that big furry creeper, walked over to her, licked her hand, then looked back at me smugly.

Even though it wasn’t quite as confronting to see my sister in the doorway on her crutches as it had been the first time, it wasn’t nothing, and in the few seconds it took to collect myself, I repeated her name in my head several times in quick succession. Lou, Lou, Lou. Lou-Lou.

‘Cappuccino, Lou?’ And maybe it was the practice, but in the end, the first time I addressed my sister by her name didn’t feel clumsy or self-conscious, as I’d thought it might. In the end, it came out all right.

I felt quite calm as I helped her to the table like Dom had, and unexpectedly proud when I whisked out the little wooden stool, à la George, and arranged her leg on it, Wolfie-style. And while the stilted conversation over the next ten minutes was almost exclusively about cappuccino froth, by the time I’d excused myself (with a genuine excuse this time), I was filled with a confidence I hadn’t felt since the day of my fruit machine jackpot. I could do this. Because if I could survive being alone in a room with my sister, everything else would be a doddle. I could answer those letters and tell those people what they wanted to hear. I could be their guru, if that’s what they needed. For three hundred pounds, I could definitely give it a crack, anyhow.

So, with rain drumming on the roof of my shed and a kernel of hope in my heart, I propped myself up in bed like a king and a cat. I had a book of blank pages, three throw cushions from Dom’s sofa behind me, and a head full of a girl who’d thought I had all the answers.


Fifteen minutes later, hope was fading and the rain had seeped into the rafters, forming a drip just to the left of my head.

Three hours later, the drip had officially become a leak. I looked at the mess of five pages of scribbled notes and googled the opposite to guru. Amateur.

Sounded about right.











 



FAKE TREV

Dear Danny Mulberry, straight up, I want to tell you this letter’s on the level. I’m adding that in because I showed it to my girlfriend to check the spelling and she reckons it makes me sound like I’m a bit of a crackpot. But if wanting to broaden my spiritual and celestial horizons makes me a crackpot, so be it and bombs away, baby.

I’m planning on experimenting with some basic astral travel as a way of getting to the next level of consciousness, and to be perfectly honest, what I’m looking for is a bit of specialist chemical or organic asistance to provide some lift-off, if you know what I mean. I’ve been doing my own research (which has been a bit of an eye-opener, I can tell you), but I can tell by looking at you that you’re a guy who knows his bud from his leaf and his Lucy from his blues (that’s a compliment by the way), so I’d really appreciate a personal recommendation from your own experiences. Obviously I’d have a much smaller budget than you’re used to, and also I need to be a bit careful because I’ve got some early mornings coming up. We’re about to pour the foundations for a really big job, and my boss Cliffy said that if I let him down one more time he’ll cement me into the slab himself.

I guess what I’m looking for is something that’s going to get me to where I want to go, but also that’ll bring me back to this mortal plane in one piece without any long-lasting after-effects.

Trev (obviously not my real name), Sunbury-on-Thames

P.S. If you happen to know where I could get my hands on whatever you suggest, that’d be helpful too. My regular guy has his A-levels this month and I don’t think he’ll be up for sourcing anything too exotic.


TAKE ME TO THE PILOT

Dear Fake Trev, don’t do it, man. That’s the first thing. To clarify, I’m talking about the drugs organic and chemical assistance, not the astral travel, because if that’s what floats your boat, I say have at it and don’t forget to write.

The second thing is, even though I’m not as old as the paper said, I’m old enough to have lost contact with anyone who could legitimately call themselves a drug dealer procurer of organic and chemical produce about fifteen years ago. I don’t touch the stuff, and in fact I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t even know what constitutes ‘stuff’ these days. But listen, if you’re looking for some juice to get you to the astral plane, I can highly recommend giving beer a try. It’s legal, it tastes good, and you never have to worry where your next one’s coming from. I haven’t ever done any intentional astral travelling, but I’ve definitely had a few out-of-body experiences with a skinful of Stella.

Cheers, mate, and if we ever end up on the same astral plane together, let’s have a drink.

Danny Mulberry

P.S. Good luck with that big job, because Cliffy’s right, laying foundations definitely requires a clear head. And on second thoughts, maybe I should also say stick to the weekends for any beer-assisted astral travelling, because I know first-hand that hangovers and building sites are a well dodgy combination.

P.P.S. Tell your girlfriend the word’s not crackpot, it’s ‘free thinker’. That’s worked wonders for me in the past. You might also want to tell her there are two s’s in assistance, so who’s laughing now?


NEIL

Dear Danny Mulberry, I’ve never really been one to trust my own instincts (I have my reasons), but when I read that article in the Double, something told me you were the right person to ask for help.

I’m a forty-five-year-old confirmed bachelor (not exactly by choice) and until now I never believed in that saying ‘when you know, you know’, but three months ago, Pam moved into my apartment building and soon as I saw her, I knew. We bonded straight away over her Great Dane, Bruno. So much so that within an hour of meeting, she trusted me enough to knock on my door and ask if I’d dog-sit.

Bruno and I got on quite well after a bit of a dodgy start, and I’d been thinking about getting a new sofa anyhow. When Pam got back, at two in the morning, she said she’d never seen Bruno take to anyone like he took to me, and how did I feel about going on regular walks with him. Well, of course I said yes, even though I actually thought she’d meant the three of us, and I didn’t realise she meant at 5 a.m.

After a couple of weeks, Pam gave me the key to her flat so I can pick up Bruno and take him back to my place after work, because she has a lot of late meetings. I have to remember to have a supply of fillet steaks on hand, because Pam says Bruno deserves the best, and the last thing I’d want after she’s been at a boring client meeting at a wine bar is to have to come home and cook her dog’s dinner at midnight. (Especially when her work colleague misses his last train and has to come and stay at her place, which has happened a few times.)

Pam is everything I could ever want in a woman, and even though I don’t have much experience, my instincts are telling me she feels the same way about me. She’s always giving me friendly little pokes in the ribs, telling me how cute my love handles are, and making me say tongue-twisters because she says my stammer is adorable. I’ve even heard her joking to her friends on the phone that I’m Bruno’s boyfriend, but here’s the thing: I’m almost sure what Pam really means is she’d like me to be her boyfriend.

You seem like the kind of guy who’s not afraid of anything, so I thought you might have some advice for a bloke who’s pretty much afraid of everything, but especially this.

What should I do to show Pam I want her to be my girlfriend, too?

Neil, Brentford

THAT’S NOT YOUR GIRLFRIEND

Neil. Brace yourself. This is not your girlfriend. To be brutally honest, I’d be quite surprised if she was even your friend. Give back her key, tell her to get a new dog walker, and find yourself someone who looks at you the way Bruno looks at those fillet steaks.

You’ve been right all along – don’t trust your instincts. Because even when you think you know, you don’t always know.

Sorry, mate.

Danny Mulberry


HOT ALICE

Dear Danny Mulberry, when I saw your picture in the Double it made me laugh out loud and you’ll never know how much I needed that, today of all days. I don’t really have an opinion about that stuff you believe in, because I didn’t understand all of it and, hands up, I didn’t even read most of it. But one thing I do believe in is saying it how I see it – and I like what I see. From what I can tell from that photo, you’re pretty good-looking for a guy your age, and in my book there’s nothing hotter than a bad boy. So why don’t you send me your number and maybe we could meet up some time and you can make me laugh in person?

Alice, Romford xx

YES, ALICE

Dear Alice.

0777 234 765
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Wolfie




My birthday falls on the third of July, but sometimes in September. One year, Lou announced my special day on the first of April, which she said made a joke of the whole year, and you can bet that one never got old.

This year I called it early myself, in June, which didn’t go quite as well. I ate my fake celebration lunch on the beach in Eastbourne, while my mother drank tea and used hers to make a well-constructed chip house with a grilled fish roof for the seagulls to fight over. On the train home, she pushed her hair off her forehead and pressed it up against the window. She didn’t move for the entire trip back to London, and I was worried I might have played my hand too early.

When my real birthday came and went a few weeks later without so much as a WHSmith voucher, I had my answer.

My dead grandfather’s replacement day tradition is one of the few things I know about Lou’s family, so when I heard about Danny giving himself another birthday, you can bet I noticed. I sat there listening to George witter on about how you’re only supposed to get one birthday a year, but I was staring out of the window at the garden shed thinking, Well, that’s kind of interesting.


At first, I couldn’t work out why it felt so weird, hearing about that dumb thing I’d only ever gone along with because it made Lou happy. But then I realised it was because I thought it was ours, hers and mine, and suddenly there was this strange connection with someone else. Like there was something that linked us now; the thinnest of threads strung between Lou and me, and some stranger who lives in a garden shed.

I think I saw that thread when Lou and Danny first laid eyes on each other at our flat, too. It was the strangest thing, because I was watching Lou when he walked in and straight away it was like somewhere way down inside her a switch got flicked, and the faintest, faraway light came into her eyes. Almost as if for just a few seconds, wherever it was she’d been on her way to, she stopped and shuffled a few steps back.

We’ve been at Belsize Park for five days and it still feels like I’m living in a TV show. I mean, believe the hype. Opening scene: morning, the huge house, the super-cute dog, eating breakfast in the perfect kitchen with the perfect father–son combo, then fade to the ads as we all get into the posh car and drive off to school. Part two: after two buses to get back from school, it’s a full cast for the welcome home scene. Except for Danny, that is, because except for the brief sightings in the mornings, my uncle is still quite conspicuous in his absence.

It’s pretty obvious he’s spinning out about the whole thing with Lou and me, but even more so since that Pete guy showed up with those letters. I mean, the minute I met Danny in real life I knew the story had to be a beat-up, because from what I’ve seen so far he’s about as spiritual as a plank. Although, to be fair, the cat and king thing is pretty interesting and I guess that came from somewhere.

It’s also obvious Dom and George think the sun shines out of Danny’s place-where-the-sun-doesn’t-usually-shine, so when Dom basically asked me to cut him some slack it made me think, Well sure, maybe. I can admit he seems like a reasonably cool bloke, aside from his obvious flaws, but my major issue is that it’s hard to miss that he’s deliberately avoiding us. From what I’ve gathered his usual routine is pretty much eat, sleep, lose a job, repeat anyhow, but all those prior social engagements and the staying out all day when he isn’t even working is clearly a crock. He’s not fooling me, but what worries me more is that he isn’t fooling Lou.

I watch the back of him now, casually making coffee and doing his best not to look at me. Like I don’t know he’s going to scarper back out to his shed and go AWOL as soon as I get my Americano. I feel like asking him exactly how stupid he thinks I am, but I know I won’t, because I promised Dom. While I’m watching him and keeping my mouth shut, though, I’m thinking about Lou in that room up the hallway waiting for a tug on a thin, thin thread that isn’t going to come. And the more I think about it, the tighter and tighter my throat closes in, and I wonder how the hell I’m supposed to get breakfast down now.

He makes good coffee, though. I’ll give him that. And, surprisingly, he’s still here.

When I check on Lou, she’s asleep, curled up like a half-moon under the duvet. I calculate the odds of her lying there all day, alone in this massive house, and my heart bangs it up a gear. I press my sweaty, stupid hands together to stop them shaking, and I don’t know how long I stand there imagining an invisible tangled web of threads creeping across the garden and enveloping the bed. But when Dom shouts that we’re leaving in five minutes, I only take the stairs one at a time. Because five minutes is plenty.

I lock the door behind me and turn the taps on full, sucking every spare bit of air in that room over my teeth. The unfamiliarity of the bathroom – the colour of the walls, the size of the window, the smell of the liquid soap on the basin – makes me woozy, and I drop the toilet lid and sit down hard. Steady as she goes, chica.



Five minutes. You have no idea how long that is.

Start your engine, Dom, I’ll be right back.

Twenty-five. Thirty-one. Thirty-four.

I keep it slow and steady, rolling the numbers around in my head.

Plenty of time. Treinta y nueve.

My windpipe loosens and I can taste cornflakes and coffee.

Forty-two, forty-three. Fists unclench, hands on my heart.

Hold on tight.

Fifty-two, fifty-three. Tiny wings brushing bone.

Fifty-five.

Distant sound of footsteps on polished wood.

Small-kid feet, expensive polished shoes.

Did you know that if you spit on your shoes they get shiny, Wolfie?

Sixty-four, sixty-five. Sixty-six. Pushing, pressing. Vamos, chica.

Small-kid knock. Small-kid voice.

The pain is yellow.


‘Wolfie, are you ready? I’m not yelling, cos Dad says I’m not allowed to yell. But he says we have to go and are you ready?’

Seventy-four. I run out of numbers. Or I stop, I don’t know.

I stand up and the world rushes to my head. My hands fly out and catch hold of the sink, and the girl in the mirror looks back, white and clammy. I try to answer, but my mouth makes useless, silent shapes as the room spins slowly around me like a mirror ball. I think of the half-moon shape of my mother downstairs and feel a sudden painful urge for home, where the bedrooms are small and the distance to the sofa is short.

‘Are you, Wolfie? Are you ready?’

I close my eyes and the girl in the mirror disappears.

 

I can’t remember when it started but I remember when it started again.


I was seven years old, and it was actually on my (real) seventh birthday that I began to figure a few things out. The biggest one being that my mother wasn’t like most other people’s.

On that momentous day, one minute I was dancing around the house in the Hello Kitty trainers my dad and Meiko had sent from Japan, which lit up every time my feet hit the floor, then the next everything had gone to shit. At that age I probably didn’t think of it as going to shit, but now I can see that’s definitely where it went.

I’d pony-stepped down the hallway in my illuminated shoes and flung open the door to my mother’s bedroom to show her just how great they were. It took me a few blinks to see her, sitting on the floor in the semi-dark with the curtains closed and the padded post pack from Japan beside her. Her knees were hugged to her chest and she was heaving with huge, silent spasms. When she raised her head at the sound of my voice, a woman I’d never seen before looked back at me.

Even though she quickly rearranged her face back into my mother, it took too long and it was too late. I remember wondering if it was possible for someone’s heart to pop right out of their body, and it was a surprise to look down and see the skin on my chest completely still considering what was going on in there.

‘It’s OK. It’s OK, Wolfie. I’m all right, come here,’ Lou said, and she opened her arms to me. ‘It’s just a game. Don’t worry, I’m pretending, that’s all.’

I may have only just turned seven, but I knew it was no game. That she’d been as real as the flashing shoes on the ends of my feet, that other woman, but that somehow she was also my mother. My heart battered away and my seven-year-old brain hummed as it tried to make sense of what was happening. Was she sad because Dad and Meiko hadn’t sent her anything? But it was my birthday, so why would they? Should I offer her one of the trainers? But that didn’t make sense, because what would a grown-up want with one or even a pair of flashing trainers?


Wedged tight like a doorstop in my mother’s arms, I concentrated on being still and quiet, and waited to feel safe again. But she wasn’t making it easy. Her body, normally so soft and comforting, was rock-hard, and every time I felt the warm whoosh of her breath in my hair, her arms tensed and she made a low, hollow noise, like she was in pain. I concentrated harder, counting one to ten, and onwards. I didn’t move a muscle. Not a finger. Not an eyelid. Not a hair.

And the more I counted, the calmer I felt, and the fainter the vibrations of my banging heart. Not a whisker. Not a blink. Not a breath.

Not. One. Breath.

I kept my eyes shut and my arms locked tight around the stranger in my mother, stiff as a board with my lips and nose sealed up like a vault. It was so lovely and quiet in there, and it felt like I was swimming through warm, silky honey. I swam and swam, and the whooshes of air through my hair slowed down, and my mother’s body got softer and more familiar. When she was finally still, I opened my eyes and gulped a huge breath of cold, new air into my lungs. We stayed in the hug for a long time, though, and my mind was racing with the thrilling, wonderful, terrifying knowledge of what I’d done.

Even though that woman continued to come and go from my mother’s bedroom more and more frequently after that day, I was never as scared as that first time, because I knew I could help. I could do magic, and the magic worked.

I only found out later that it hadn’t actually been the first time at all. I was maybe nine or ten by then, and Lou picked me up early from school on a Friday and said we were going on an adventure. We got on a train at St Pancras and headed to Rye on the coldest day of the year. When we got there, we checked into a B&B and spent the weekend going on freezing walks and eating takeaway curry in bed, and Lou was properly happy the entire time. I don’t think I truly understood the times she wasn’t happy until I had that weekend to compare them to.


When we came in from a gusty three-hour walk along the coastline, wet through, numb to the knees, mud-splattered from head to toe, we’d sat on the floor, laughing at our blue lips until copious cups of tea brought them back to the right colour. Lou dried off my hair and told me about the time my mouth had gone that same shade of blue when I was a baby. She’d been so terrified she rushed me to the hospital in a black cab, even though I was perfectly fine and it had only been for about thirty seconds. But it was the longest half a minute of her life, she said.

The doctor told her it wasn’t unusual for babies and little kids to hold their breath, although why they do it nobody knows. But even on the very rare occasion they faint, their clever little bodies automatically start breathing again. Failsafe, apparently. Harmless, the doctor said. Not harmless, she said. Not harmless to me.

When it happened after that, which was less than a handful of times in the first few years of my life, Lou told me her own heart would stop dead until I started breathing again. But then I just grew out of it, like the doctors told her I would. Never did it again, she said, and she hadn’t had to worry about me since. She looked so happy when she said that, sitting on the floor of the B&B, wrapped up in a big fluffy towel, that just for a minute I felt bad. But then I thought about all those other little babies going about their business and figured we all have our reasons – why give her something to worry about? So I never told her, but you know, swings and roundabouts. Lou doesn’t tell me everything either.

And I’m trying very hard not to connect any dots between my behaviour and my mother’s, but I know the dots are there.

 

‘Wolfie?’

George’s voice is quieter now and he sounds a bit wobbly, like he’s having second thoughts I’m even still in here. I shoot a look over to the window, and for a second I weigh up the odds of making it or landing like a pancake outside my uncle’s shed door.

I picture George’s worried little face out there in the hall, not yelling, like he was told, even though I haven’t answered him after three times. It feels like something inside me is coming apart, but I catch a huge open-mouth breath and swallow it down.

‘Coming.’

I look back at the girl in the mirror and bare my teeth. It’s far from a smile and she doesn’t look ready. I open the door.

‘Yo, Georgie. I’m ready. Let’s go.’
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Danny




I’d started to wake up very early, which was interesting and just a little annoying. I’ve never been a natural early riser, but after my fruit machine win and the ensuing lack of urgency to get another job, there really hadn’t been any reason to get up before my coffee alarm. But now, here I was waking up of my own accord an hour, sometimes more, before that.

It wasn’t just a matter of pulling the duvet over my head and dropping back off to sleep, either, because as soon as my eyes pinged open, a switch flicked and set off a free-for-all of thoughts, trying to elbow their way to the front of my brain at the same time. It was a bit like that one night I’d worked as crowd control at Wembley for a Take That concert. Never again, but I did gain a whole new respect for those security guys. And Take That, as it goes.

The letters continued to take up a lot of the room in my head, but there were also regular appearances from Wolfie, looking so much like the young version of my sister it was like they’d been sliced off the same loaf of bread (and did that make me the mouldy crust of that scenario?). And, of course, I thought about Lou. Heckling, shoulder-barging thoughts that weren’t just passing through, because they were actually inconvenient and inescapable memories. It was all quite exhausting and sleep didn’t seem to be the answer, so it was a conundrum. An enigma. A perfect Danny Mulberry-shaped problem.

I lay in bed staring out of the window as first light squeezed through a chink in the clouds, and amused myself by noting that, this time, I really was witnessing the crack of dawn. It was the earliest I’d woken up yet and, with an unusually clear head, I pondered, that was almost certainly connected to the fact I hadn’t gone to the Lamb and Flag the previous evening – despite my usual once or twice weekly visits having somewhat ramped up since the arrival of Lou and Wolfie.

After rereading the letters Pete had left with an increasingly sinking stomach, I’d spent the better part of the day sitting on my bed scribbling nonsense and aiming screwed-up sheets of paper at the kettle. Come five o’clock there’d been many bulls-eyes, George’s exercise book was ransacked, and the bench had disappeared under a sea of paper balls (and a few aeroplanes).

I’d headed out with every intention of washing away the wasted day with a few beers, but had stopped off in a cab drivers’ cafe for egg and chips. By the time I’d drunk three cups of tea and revisited every one of those letters yet again in my head, imagining the lonely, nutty, complicated, angry, sad, hopeful lives of the people who’d written them, the thought of standing in a crowded pub drinking pints and talking bollocks had somehow lost its appeal. I’d wandered home and gone straight to bed, early and restless. The last thing I remember before finally drifting off to sleep was thinking that I still hadn’t a clue what I was going to say to any of those people, but the egg and chips had hit the spot.

I rolled over and looked at the time. Just gone six and the cavalcade of thoughts was already on the move. Almost before I realised what was happening, I was out of bed. I floated out of my body and up to the ceiling, and watched in amazement as I tied my laces and shrugged on a hoodie. Was I sleep-walking? Was I dead? Was I actually going for a morning constitutional?

It was still semi-dark when I pushed open the back door as quietly as I could and gave Gentleman a soft nudge with my toe. He opened one eye and looked at me like I’d interrupted the keynote speech at a bone convention, but he hauled himself up and groggily followed me around the back of the house and up the side path, no questions asked. Stone-cold superstar, that guy.

When we stepped out on to the pavement, I caught sight of the graffiti in all its glory, and felt a jab of guilt that I hadn’t kept up my side of the deal with Officer Hanley. I gave Gentleman time to have a decent sniff around while I stood looking down at the words, and had another go at remembering what had compelled a very drunk man to write something so potentially deep and meaningful that people had assumed the man himself must have considerable depth and meaning.

I’d been having a few more disjointed flashbacks to the events of that night, so while I was now fairly confident that I was in fact responsible for it (not that there had ever really been any serious doubt), how I’d been able to spout such considered words of wisdom – and, more to the point, why – was still a mystery.

I scuffed the big curly C with my foot, and a hazy memory of standing back to admire my creativity and falling over wafted past. That would at least explain how the al fresco sleeping situation that night had come about, so it was a start, at least.

I ambled through the streets of Belsize Park with my dog and my unusually clear head, nodding to early-morning joggers, strolling past houses that looked entirely unfamiliar, and discovering a tree-lined street straight out of a Richard Curtis movie that I’d never noticed before. By the time we headed for home an hour later, my cheeks were tingling, my chest was open, and I was sucking in generous breaths of gentrified air like I owned it. Gentleman was slightly less enthusiastic, but I got the feeling he’d enjoyed himself, even if he didn’t want to give me the satisfaction of admitting it.

When we turned the corner to Glenmore Road, for a split second I wondered if I was a bit too high on that morning air, unaccustomed as I was to it. I stopped dead in my tracks, which made Gentleman run up the back of my legs and let out a small, annoyed ruff. But then he saw it, too. There, on Ray’s verge, which had most definitely been manicured and empty when we’d left, was my armchair. If that cheeky old bugger hadn’t gone and done a dawn raid out of spite.

In my head I was already banging on Ray’s door demanding an explanation, possibly followed by, Most people thought I was quite funny, you know. But when I got closer, I realised that even though it looked almost identical, it was actually a different chair. Mine (as I felt justified to call it now) had a long tear down the centre of the back, like someone had slashed it open looking for something. (I’d actually wondered more than once if Ray, the sly old fox, was happily living his life off the spoils of the Great Train Robbery.) This chair didn’t have the slash, but it did have an interesting-looking stain on the arm, which could equally have been Cadbury Fruit & Nut or O-positive. Either way, the thought of owning a pigeon pair was too tempting, and also, I’ve got to say, any opportunity to wind Ray up is genuinely impossible for me to resist. I’ll never be that good a man.

In theory, I thought Dom might be quite delighted as well, being such a big fan of symmetry. He likes things in pairs or sets, neatly and tidily lined up to please his ordered surgeon’s brain. Shoes, suits, plates, books, ears, boobs. So surely he’d be more content with a nice pair of comfy armchairs for his patio than just the one? I batted away the recollection of his reaction when I dragged the first one home, and the fact that he’d only relented when I’d promised to keep it out of sight in the shed. It never even came close.

Hauling that chair down the narrow side path was definitely a two-man job, but it was still too early to ask Dom for help, and I didn’t want to risk the chance of a veto (or remind him of my original promise). Gentleman, predictably, turned down my request for help and settled in to watch the show. Within a few minutes I was lathered in sweat and my arms were shaking with the exertion. I kept the cursing to a whisper at first, in consideration of sleeping neighbours and all that, but when I saw a stealth movement through a gap in the hedge, I allowed myself a loud sweaty grunt.

I mean, it really wouldn’t have killed Ray to help me – clearly, he was stronger than he looked if he’d managed to get the chair out there in the first place (which made me feel all kinds of inadequate) – but he was probably too busy zooming in on my sweaty head and hoping for another scoop in the Double. I got a mental picture of Pete’s friendly, smiling mug and thought how handy his giant biceps would be right about then.

After much more huffing and puffing I managed to manoeuvre the unwieldy chair around the corner to the back garden. I gave it an almighty shove up the six-inch ledge of the patio before collapsing in it, completely knackered. As my breathing slowly came back to normal, I saw my new acquisition had landed with a direct line of sight through the open door of my shed. I could see the ratty old beach towel I use to wipe my feet on and last night’s tea mug sitting on the milk crate, and I was struck by how pathetic the scene looked from that angle. A grown man playing house in a damp, musty garden shed, without so much as a proper doormat or a bedside table.

But before I had a chance to contemplate the not insubstantial questions that arose from the realisation, I heard a noise behind me and looked over to see the last person I’d expected at that time of the morning.

‘Sorry, I . . . I heard some weird noises and I thought . . .’ I could tell by Lou’s face that she knew she wasn’t really equipped to fend off any weird noises, whatever they might have been. A dry, raspy laugh escaped her throat and even she seemed surprised at the sound. ‘Yeah, well. I’m not quite sure what I was going to do about it.’

‘Hi. Yeah, no. Only me.’

I stood up and straight away her eyes flicked down to the new armchair. I calculated the ridiculously small number of steps between me and the safety of my shed, but it was too late, she’d already started hobbling across the patio. When she reached the chair and made to sit down, I had no choice but to help her. I took both the crutches in one hand and wrapped the other around the top of her arm to steady her. I searched my brain for something light to fill the gap – a joke about gardens, a quip about chairs, a pun about families – but I found nothing, and the moment passed. Lou rubbed her hands over the threadbare velvet fabric.

‘It’s brilliant. You didn’t steal it, did you?’

‘I don’t think so, but you never know with Ray.’ She smiled, then immediately ducked her head, and it crossed my mind she might have thought I’d rescued it especially for her. Had I? The thought made me nervous.

‘So . . . um, coffee?’

Lou gazed through the open door of my shed for what seemed like a long time and she wasn’t even looking at me when she answered, very softly.

‘I’ve missed you, Danny. Cappuccino, please.’

Before I had time to collapse and die on the spot, the back door swung open and Dom came out, showered, shiny, and smelling like expensive aftershave. He took in the presence of the second armchair and raised his eyebrows in mock, or possibly real, horror.

‘Good God, they’re breeding. And before you say anything, I don’t want to know.’ He shook his head good-naturedly. ‘Morning, Lou.’

His eyes flicked between Lou and me a couple of times and a shadow of something hovered across his face. Then it was gone and he turned to go back inside. ‘Come on, what’s happening with the coffee, you slacker?’


I followed him in, wondering what that look had been. Surprise? Smugness? A smirk? All three? It was impossible to tell. Maybe he was just enjoying the symmetry of it all.

 

That morning, my sister and I sat in opposing armchairs on the patio like a couple of lost pawns on a chessboard. Lou hadn’t moved since she’d first sat down, which had considerably narrowed my options: I could blatantly leg it out of the side gate right in front of her, I could hole up in my shed, also literally right in front of her, or I could choose to be a grown-up. It was a tough decision.

We managed the smallest of small talk while we drank our coffee and caught jealous snatches of the much less stilted conversations going on in the kitchen. After the topic of the half-dug veggie patch ran its (very short) course, in a moment of genius I asked Lou about her job, which took the heat off me. She started to explain what a community resettlement worker actually did, but was interrupted when George charged out in his pants to give the new chair his seal of approval, and again when Wolfie came to the back door to say hello (and, by the look she gave me, to check that I was ‘going easy’ enough on her mother).

After everyone left for the school run, Lou didn’t make any attempt to go inside, so I made another round of coffee and tried very hard not to imagine how she’d spent the previous few days in an empty house. Then, because I couldn’t think of what else to do, I went into the shed and got a couple of the letters and the new foolscap notepad I’d swiped from Dom’s desk. Then I sat down in my chair a few feet from my sister and waited patiently for the miracle of insight to drop in.

But the bravado of those first answers I’d banged out seemed to have completely dissipated with the uncomfortable realisation that had arrived over egg and chips. Which was that for most of these people this wasn’t a joke, or something to be made light of. They were genuinely looking for something. Help. From me, the guy who couldn’t even hold down a job in a call centre.

‘Best job ever.’

‘What?’ I jumped at Lou’s voice, splashing coffee on to the letters in my lap.

‘Sorry. What we . . . what you asked me before, about my job. I’m just saying I think it’s the best job in the world.’

‘Oh, right, yeah. Yeah?’

‘Well, it’s terrible pay, long hours and pretty hard on the heart some days, but when I can get someone a proper, permanent roof over their head, sometimes for the first time in years, it really is something else. Just . . . just to know you’ve given someone a leg-up, you know? A second chance to get it right.’ She stared into the shed and I wished I’d pulled the door shut.

Second chances, now there was a thing.

‘Dad told me something once, when I’d just started my course at uni. He said that all anyone really needs is a leg-up, because the ladder’s always waiting there.’ Lou’s voice was still very quiet but it had lost some of its hollowness, and I thought maybe I wasn’t the only one who’d benefitted from a bit of fresh air. ‘I don’t think I properly understood what he meant until I saw how little it takes to make a massive difference in someone’s life.’

She didn’t say anything else and when I snuck a look, she had her eyes closed and her face tipped back to the sky. She looked like she was sleeping, but every now and again I saw her head move ever so slightly in my direction, like she was checking I was there. And the funny thing is, I was.

I shuffled the papers on my lap and thought about cats and kings and curly Cs, and my wise old dad who always knew the right thing to say. I doodled stick men and birds and Ray up a tree, and mused on leg-ups and ladders and the best job ever. A sudden breeze lifted the top letter from my lap and it wafted to the ground. I bent down to pick it up, and by the time I sat back I knew something in me had shifted.

I hunkered down in the chair, smoothed my hand over the notepad, and started writing, suddenly very grateful to a bunch of people who came to a stranger for answers, so it could take his mind off all the questions he was afraid to ask himself.











 



COLIN

Oi, Danny Mulberry.

When I first saw your photo in the paper, I thought you looked like a right tosser, giving it all that with the forks like you’re Liam Gallagher or something. (Fair play, you do look a bit like him, but don’t go thinking that’s a good thing.) Anyway, your mug popped back up again when I needed some paper to line the bottom of Barry’s cage, but then I was looking for something to read while I waited for the kettle to boil so I pulled you back out and used the sports pages instead. No loss really, I haven’t been able to dredge up much interest since Drogba left Chelsea.

Barry’s my bird, by the way, not some guy I keep hostage in my flat. And a feathered bird, not a girlfriend, because chance would be a fine thing and Barry would be a shite name for a girl. Anyhow, after I read the story about you, I thought maybe you weren’t a complete tosser after all, because a lot of it actually made sense to me. Don’t get excited, that could just mean I’m as bonkers as you, but on the other hand, if you reckon you’ve got the meaning of life sorted, more power to you. To be honest, I don’t really care about the meaning of life, because at the end of the day what’s someone like me going to do with that kind of information? I just thought that being enlightened and all, you might have some options for a thirty-three-year-old man who hasn’t gone further than his front door to collect the Tesco delivery for four months and three days. Whose best friend is a budgerigar. It’s me, by the way, in case you need that spelling out.

It’s happened before, but since my redundancy, Marlene (who actually was my girlfriend) moving out and then a nasty incident on the Circle Line with a gang of lads, I feel like I’ve lost the will to live just a little bit. And it’s not like I had a very strong one to start with. The thing is, I can’t seem to find a reason to go out any more, and it’s starting to scare me because of how much I don’t care. Please don’t suggest I see my doctor, because I’ve seen him (on Skype) and he saw me. Neither helped.

I guess maybe I just want to know there are other people out there in the void I’m screaming into and, who knows, my biggest problem could turn out to be that I’m reduced to asking for advice from a Liam Gallagher lookalike out of a free newspaper. Send help.

I’m joking about the send help thing.

But, help.

Colin, Bromley

EVER-INCREASING CIRCLES, MATE

Dear Colin, thanks for saving my ugly mug from the bottom of your birdcage, although to be honest I’d be fine with being shat on by a bird called Barry. I kind of like the symbolism. Or is it a metaphor? Maybe I just like the idea that you’re a guy who’s kind to animals.

If you don’t want to talk to a doctor about your problems you’ve come to the right place, because I’m about as far from a medical professional as you can get. But I’ve given your letter quite a bit of thought, because I reckon if you’re desperate enough to write to a Liam Gallagher lookalike, you might be a bloke who’s lost his way. The last line of your letter is a pretty big clue that you’re not lacking in self-awareness, but as you’ve asked for my help, and as I’ve very (very) recently resolved to do my absolute best when it comes to giving advice, that’s what I’m going to do.

One thing I’ve learned, Colin, over a lifetime of not learning very much at all, is that everyone has a tipping point and, once you’ve reached it, most things are better out than in. I’m talking feelings, declarations of love, personal gas, existential theories, beer, and maybe even you, mate. Because it seems to me that you’re at a tipping point there inside your house. Maybe you could try and give the outside world another go before four months snowballs into four years, or even sixteen years. No names, no pack drill, and like I said, I don’t know much, Col, but I do know a bit about that.

I’m not even going to pretend to understand how hard things are for you, but hear me out. You don’t need to go it alone. What I’m saying is maybe Barry would appreciate a bit of an adventure, and I think we’ve all seen stranger things than a guy taking a birdcage for a walk to the end of the street. Or even just to the other side of the front door. (By the way, I’ve personally done much weirder things than that in public and I promise you, nobody even noticed.)

I have a feeling that maybe once you’ve cracked that first hurdle, with Barry’s help, things might get just a little bit easier. Ever-increasing circles, my dad used to say. I mean, at the time he was advising me how to mow the perfect lawn, but the concept is definitely sound for lots of things in life. Perhaps you could try a takeaway sandwich in the park, or a cup of tea in the company of strangers in a quiet cafe. Then you could work up to a mid-morning movie with some popcorn and pensioners. No expectations, no pressure, and if it all gets too much, you could just head home anytime from any of those things, couldn’t you?

Baby steps, Col. Small wins. Ever-increasing circles, mate. Because sometimes that’s the only way to get life done. And I don’t know much but I do know that.

All the best (and regards to Barry),

Danny Mulberry


RICH T.

Dear Mr Danny Mulberry, I write in the hope that this letter will somehow reach you via the newspaper you appeared in. I’m crossing my fingers but not holding my breath, as it were, because I’ve been around long enough to know that expectation invariably leads to disappointment. Nevertheless, I shall press on.

I am a very infrequent reader of the Double, just once every four weeks when I get a haircut. Old Tom used to get the Guardian in especially for me, but since he handed over to his nephew and Tom’s Barbershop became the Man Event, it seems the young fellow doesn’t go in for the more highbrow broadsheets.

I was drawn to your picture in the paper, Mr Mulberry, because I see in your face a great friendliness and a very specific kind of wisdom. The willingness to stand behind your beliefs and espouse them in such an open forum is, in my humble opinion, extremely brave, if a little unwise. (I speak from great experience when I say that things spoken in public haste can very rarely be repented at leisure.)

My own life is in its twilight now, a fact I’m trying gracefully to accept. I have no significant other, no children, no ‘special friend’. I did find love – great love – once, but a man of my generation and persuasion was never, shall we say, encouraged in my flamboyance – much more neat and convenient to appearances that I remain ostensibly single. And so I learned great love can be lost as well.

I was married for all intents and purposes to my career, anyway – and what a career it was. Regional Manager of the Year in 1997, and what I don’t know about plumbing ring fittings you could write on the head of a capillary connector. That’s a plumbing in-joke, but I hope you’ll indulge me.

The thing is, my life is entirely solitary these days and that’s something I never considered – what it would be like when I retired. But the days are long and the nights are short in the twilight of life, Mr Mulberry, and sometimes I lie in bed for several turns of the sun without knowing the difference, and there’s not a soul to notice. I’ve been retired for seventeen years this November and a lonely man for just slightly less. I never thought I’d miss those capillary connectors so much.

A couple of years ago I started to write letters to the papers, just for some kind of human contact, I suppose. I’ve had a small measure of success in print – not in The Times or the Guardian (although I was once quoted in the latter in a story about the upgrading of the Hounslow public toilets), but in the Ealing & Acton Gazette.

I have adopted a nom de plume, which I fancy gives me a certain standing amongst lettered men, but also the truth of it is that I’m rather reluctant to reveal myself lest it be discovered that not only are my neighbourhood gripes fictional, I don’t even live in the same borough. But it makes me feel a part of something bigger than my own small existence and so I continue, while remaining cowardly incognito, as I have always done in my life. Unlike you.

I admire you greatly, Mr Mulberry, and although I recognise the ethos you subscribe to as being a rather well-worn sentiment your delivery of it in such a spirited way, by literally giving two fingers to the world, is quite marvellous. Inspirational even. I could only dream of displaying such honesty. And flamboyance.

I have no query, no question, no challenge to your beliefs, simply a foolish urge for a late-life confession between the lines of a letter. As this old fool writes, there is a small shaft of light coming through my double-lined bedroom curtains (Liberty, of course). My watch is turned face down, so it could be the sun, or it could be the streetlight and it’s just struck me that I’d be interested in your thoughts on whether that even matters.

So there is a question after all, to which I humbly await your response in due course, with great hopes but no expectations.

Yours sincerely,

Mr Rich T. Biscuit, Wandsworth

(As mentioned, not my real name, but I have an inkling you may find it amusing.)


THE DOG IS A GENTLEMAN

Dear Mr Biscuit, or can I call you Rich? (I think you might enjoy a bit of humour as much as I do.) Despite what you read in the paper I’m nobody special, but cheers for thinking I am. I do know what it’s like to feel alone, though, even though my version of solitude (and dishonesty) is probably very different from yours.

You’ll have heard the old cliché about being lonely in a crowded room of people, I’m sure. Well, I spend a lot of my time in a very crowded room called the Lamb and Flag. It’s like a weird little microcosm of completely incompatible people with the same goal, which is to drink beer standing next to other people drinking beer. Just recently, I’ve started to realise it might actually be the loneliest place on earth.

Like I said, no doubt you and I have very different stories, but I have a feeling we may not actually be so far apart. (By the way, that realisation was as big a surprise to me as the suggestion may be to you, but stay with me, Rich.) A few years ago, I was working in a music shop on Tottenham Court Road – not for long, I grant you, but it turned out to be one of the most significant jobs I’ve ever had.

One lunchtime I nipped over to the pub across the road for a sneaky half, because I’d had a particularly mindless morning in the company of about forty cartons of CDs that needed unpacking and shelving. I was standing at the bar contemplating a second drink when I overheard a couple of guys talking. One of them had just had a call that his dog had been picked up by Croydon Council for the second time in a week and it was going to cost him a hundred and fifty quid in collection and admin fees. He said bugger it, he was done and no way was he throwing good money after bad, because he hadn’t even liked that dog. Apparently, it was his ex-girlfriend’s, and when she’d gone back to Amsterdam he was convinced the dog blamed him for the break-up. He went on about how retrievers were supposed to be smart but that Arnold was dumber than his own shit, and then he straight up said he wasn’t going to pick him up.

All afternoon while I was (still) unpacking boxes, I couldn’t stop thinking about that poor dog sitting there waiting to be picked up, and then eventually meeting some terrible fate when he wasn’t. So instead of taking the stock out to the shop floor, I snuck out the back, jumped on a train via a cashpoint machine, and turned up at Croydon Council’s dog warden to reclaim somebody else’s dog. All I knew was that he was a retriever and his name was Arnold, so I was ready for the biggest bluff of my life. But the guy couldn’t have been less interested, and when he brought the dog out, even though that was the first time we’d laid eyes on each other, he clearly recognised me as his ticket out of there and jumped all over me like I was a long-lost friend.

I took him home on the Tube and we sat opposite one of those ‘quotes on the underground’ posters. This one was by Mark Twain, and it started off, ‘A dog is a gentleman,’ and then something about wanting to go to dog’s heaven not man’s. When we were walking back to my bedsit, which most definitely didn’t allow animals, I mentioned the quote to Arnold and his ears proper shot up. And so I thought, new life, new name, and Arnold became Gentleman. Incidentally, we also had to find a new home pretty quickly.

Now, I know for a fact that dog doesn’t approve of everything I do, and frankly who could blame him, but there’s nobody who loves me more. He doesn’t give a toss about what I’ve done in the past, he just knows who I am to him now. And, hand on heart, I’ve never been a more honest man than since I met him.

So, get a dog and I guarantee you’ll never be lonely again. Get a dog and you’ll never sleep past seven thirty in the morning, so you’ll always know when it’s day and when it’s night – which by the way, since you asked, I think matters a great deal. Get a dog, Mr Rich T. Biscuit, and maybe he will be your gentleman.


Yours, also very sincerely,

Danny Mulberry

P.S. I saw a sign outside a church once that said, ‘The secret of success is sincerity.’ As it goes, I think that might be exactly what I needed reminding of, so thanks for the nudge.
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Wolfie




I watch them through the open door, and if it wasn’t for Dom sitting right there I might have changed my mind about breakfast.

‘They’re outside.’ Dom’s looking over the top of his paper at me, and even though he knows I’ve already seen them, he nods his head casually in the direction of the patio. Like it’s no big deal, nothing to see here. Only there is, and when I catch his eye we both know it.

It’s a shock seeing them together like that – although it was probably a bigger one for Danny. Too slow, bro? Run out of birthday bashes? She head you off at the pass? It’s tempting, but the thought of disappointing Dom dries my salty words before they get a decent run-up. I can’t hear the details, but there’s definitely something like a conversation happening out there. The thought makes my stomach flip and I don’t know why. Or I do.

‘Hey.’

As soon as Danny sees me, he gets that same weird look he gets every time I walk into a room, like I’m about to pull a machete on him. I’m not going to lie, I kind of like it. I’ve clearly killed the vibe so Lou asks me what’s on at school today, but she keeps looking over at Danny every few seconds. I feel like saying pole dancing or elephant training just to see if she’s really listening.

‘Art, maths, double chemistry.’ I shrug, because it doesn’t matter. I’ve got other plans.

Apart from the me thing, Danny looks quite comfortable, shuffling papers around on his lap and drinking coffee with his long-lost sister. After the last few days it’s a surprise for sure, but Lou’s face is the real kicker. That light. That thread.

When I go back inside, I think it’s interesting how I’ve stopped gagging at the thought of cornflakes every morning. I might actually be starting to like them, which is definite proof that stranger things have happened. I glance out through the back door and my uncle’s still there, and I know it’s real, that tiny faraway glow I saw behind my mother’s eyes. And it’s getting stronger.

Be careful what you wish for, chica.

 

Isn’t it funny how some small things are really big things in disguise.

That’s not a question.

One time last year, Lou didn’t leave the sofa for about three weeks, let alone the flat. She told the people she works with we’d gone to Majorca; she told me that when she had a shower (something that was only happening at my insistence at that stage), if she pulled her tracksuit pants halfway up, then sat down on the edge of the bath to put on her socks and slippers, she only had to bend down once. Small things.

When I came home that same day with the shopping I’d got on the way back from school, I found her lying on the floor. I panicked and dropped all the bags, thinking she was hurt. She was just resting, she said. Resting, on the way between the sofa and the bathroom. Small things.

But when I got down there on the floor next to her, with Tesco bags spilling eggs and yoghurt and bananas around us, even though there were a lot of things she couldn’t do right then – like eating or getting dressed or going outside – and even though I was trying to work out how I was going to get her the rest of the way to the sofa, I knew she was still Lou. Still my mother. Just the resting version of her, like poor deluded Holden Caulfield in The Catcher in the Rye, which they made us read for English last term. I knew from the first paragraph it was an autobiography.

I put my head on her shoulder and closed my eyes, and I could feel the hum of her blood moving around her body. And just for a minute, I relaxed and it was like, Yeah, you go, girl. You made it halfway. Small things.

When Lou starts to sink these days, I feel myself adjusting so I don’t disappear as well. I do things like pretend my Oyster card isn’t working so the bus driver has to talk to me, or I smile at people until they’re forced to smile back. A mal tiempo, buena cara. In bad weather a good face. Old people are the best targets.

We once had a counsellor come into school to talk to us about bullying. He asked us to consider very carefully if any of our own behaviour could unwittingly be bullying. I carefully considered it and decided my smile heisting was probably borderline. But getting a smile from a pensioner at virtual gunpoint makes me feel like I’m still in the human race.

I know I won’t remember everything, but I’ll remember the small things.

 

They’re still sitting out there when we say our goodbyes and see yas and have a great days, but they barely notice us leaving. And even though I will myself not to look back, I can’t help it. Danny’s still scribbling away on his notepad and if the guy’s just faking it and waiting for us to leave so he can do one, he’s hiding it pretty well. Lou’s pretending not to watch him, but she definitely is. I tell myself it’s not so much, this small thing that’s happened while I wasn’t looking, but as I walk away I can feel something creeping, tightening around my chest. Because it definitely is.

I follow Dom and George out to the car and the guy next door is having a good gawk over the hedge, as usual. Before he has time to look away, I give him a wave and the biggest smile I can come up with at such short notice.

‘Hey, dude.’

It’s the unexpectedness that always gets them. Old Ray can’t resist, and he looks more stunned than me at his jerky nod and the sudden awkward baring of his teeth. I feel instantly better because at least I’ve still got that.

‘Haha, Dad. Did you hear that? She called Ray a DUDE!’

And George. There’s George.
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Danny




I could hear muffled voices coming from Lou’s room and took a moment to enjoy the novelty of not immediately rushing to scope out the nearest escape route.

When I came out of the toilet the voices stopped abruptly, then Dom’s head appeared from behind Lou’s door. ‘Hey, mate. Come in here for a sec, will you?’

When I got there, four people turned to look at me in a way that could only be described as expectant; even George, who’d learned to expect extremely very little from me. I was slightly distracted, having spent the entire day in the shed trying to answer a particularly tricky letter, so when Dom went in hard and without warning I didn’t have a hope in hell.

‘Listen, would you be OK to help out with Lou’s leg dressings? Wolfie’s going to be staying back at school for a little bit, so she’s not going to have a lot of time.’ I glanced over at Wolfie and she immediately looked at the floor.

‘Detention,’ she shrugged. I doubted it.

Up until then, I’d managed to avoid most of the gory details relating to Lou’s injuries. I’d presumed the cast was doing its job of knitting her tibia or fibula back together, while Wolfie and George decorated it with a growing collection of artwork. (I’d been itching to write Danny was here somewhere on it, but the irony weighed too heavy and I hadn’t been able to come up with anything else.)

It was Lou’s other leg that Dom and Wolfie were officially ‘keeping an eye on’, though. I’d heard them discussing it when I walked through the kitchen one day. Wolfie had been kneeling on the floor in front of Lou, inspecting the wound, but I deliberately hadn’t looked at the exposed leg; not because I don’t have the stomach for a bit of blood and guts, it just felt like whatever was underneath those bandages was none of my business. I also got the feeling Wolfie might have taken someone’s arm off if they tried to interfere.

So this was a bit of a turn-up.

‘It’d really help out if you could, mate.’

Maybe it was those early-morning walks, or my undeniably sharper brain from passing up another happy hour at the Lamb the night before, but I was getting a distinct whiff of rat. I know what you’re up to, Dom, and don’t think I don’t. I felt the moisture draining from my mouth.

‘Well, I . . .’

‘You wait till you see Lou’s leg, Danny. Your head’s going to explode!’ The prospect clearly delighted George so I couldn’t deny him the opportunity.

‘Is that right? OK then, not a problem. Hit me with it.’ I had a sudden visual of a screeching Tesco van. Shit. ‘I mean . . . sure, show me what to do.’

Wolfie’s obvious surprise at how quickly I’d agreed to help made me feel just a little bit smug. She played it cool, though, as usual.

‘Thanks, but George is right, it’s a bit . . . well, you know, you’d probably better brace yourself.’ Something in her tone made me wonder if she might also be quite delighted at the idea of my head exploding.


Lou was on the edge of the bed with her cast resting on the floor and the other leg balanced on a couple of large cushions. When Wolfie crouched down in front of her, she turned her head and stared out of the window like she didn’t want anything to do with the mess beyond her knees. Wolfie carefully unwound the bandages, and when the leg was fully exposed, Dom and George stepped back, presumably so I’d get the full effect. I dug my toes into the floorboards and had a very strong urge to hold on to the top of my head, just in case.

Running the length of Lou’s calf, from her knee almost to her ankle, was a lightning-shaped laceration, clipped together with a neat train track of staples. Next to it, almost touching but not quite, was a separate wound, about the size of a fifty-pence piece. It had angry jagged edges, and when Wolfie peeled off the opaque dressing and gently removed some loosely packed gauze, it revealed a dark, cavernous hole.

‘This is the tricky one,’ she said. No kidding. ‘Very important to make sure there’s no sign of infection,’ she said. Got it. ‘Needs the sterile silicone membrane dressing changed every day, and no touching the wound without gloves,’ she said. Wouldn’t dream of it, and bloody hell that looks painful.

I watched and listened as Wolfie explained each step of the procedure to me. She was a completely different girl from the one I’d seen up to then as she showed me how to flush the wound with warm water and peroxide, check for signs of swelling and pus, re-dress it and then clean up and dispose of the old bandages. I was sweating with the effort of everything I had to remember, and it made me wish I’d paid more attention to all those hours of Holby City reruns I’d watched last year, waiting for the phone to ring at the twenty-four-hour minicab company where I’d worked for two torturous months.

I like to think I did OK though, as, under the watchful eyes of Dom and Wolfie (George lost interest once he realised the exploding head situation was a bust), I bathed and dried the wound. I only fumbled slightly as I pressed the sticky silicone patch tentatively on to Lou’s skin and smoothed the edges so they wouldn’t curl up and let any air in. And we all agreed it was a not-half-bad attempt at a herringbone technique when I wound the bright white gauze bandage around my sister’s calf, over the lightning railroad, across the volcano of darkness, and fastened it at the ankle with a stretchy clip.

When I was finished, I managed a double thumbs up and insisted it had been no problem at all, and of course I was totally fine to take over from now on, as if I was a cheery healthcare worker who did this kind of thing all the time. But in truth I was thinking about that raw, open wound on my sister’s leg and barely keeping my almost-exploding head together.

 

I didn’t go to the pub that evening either. I went to bed in the daylight with the bundle of letters and a cup of tea. But both stayed untouched, as for the first time in the very longest of times I let my mind go where it wanted. And because I didn’t shout it down with a joke or drown it with a beer, I found it drifting closer to home than I’d allowed it to go in years. And I followed.

Of course I’d thought about Lou over the past sixteen years, how could I not? But I’d become so adept at making the story more palatable for myself, it had become even easier to give other people the verbal slip. If the topic of family came up, I was a champion at flipping the attention back on whoever was asking. What about your family? Show me a picture of your kids, your wife, your house. It had worked, mostly, but there was always a part of me that knew it was precisely because I’d loved Lou so fiercely that it was so painful when I did think about how it had gone so wrong. And even though the years had blunted the force of the physical feelings, I still knew that something else existed once, too.

A time when I’d hated her with the same fierceness.


When I finally nodded off that night, I dreamed of Holby City and spewing volcanoes and an eight-year-old girl who’d hung upside down in a smashed-up car on the edge of the M25. I woke at three in the morning and my eyes were instantly drawn to the sliver of light in the downstairs bedroom window, framed by a tightly pulled set of curtains that didn’t quite reach.

Because she was here now, my family. And, like my dawn walks with Gentleman, she was becoming a habit. I said good morning, good afternoon and sometimes even goodnight to her. I made her coffee, and we sat in a pigeon pair of armchairs while she pretended to doze and I scribbled words to strangers and watched her watch me from the corner of her eye, from the corner of my eye.

But after sixteen years the taste of guilt and blame in my mouth felt warm and sweet and familiar, and I didn’t know if I was ready to give it up. I could feel it nudging the back of my throat, waiting for me to slip up after six pints, which could definitely have had something to do with why I seemed to be staying away from the Lamb.

I lay there staring over at the break in the curtains until the sun came up, then I got out of bed and pulled on my clothes. Gentleman was already waiting for me.
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Wolfie




On the day of Lou’s accident, when I’d been called out of English to go up to the head’s office and he very kindly invited me to sit down, I knew what was coming. Not the details – I mean, it’s not an exact science like the mind reading – but when those two things happen together it definitely signals something big is up.

I didn’t sit down, though, I just put both hands on the edge of his desk, leaned forward and said, ‘Lay it on me, Kev.’

Mr Kevacovic didn’t even flinch at the flagrant abuse of his name, which was my third clue to the bigness of what was up. He got up and walked around and put his hand on my arm and said, ‘I’m sorry to have to tell you this, Wolfie, your mother’s been in an accident. But don’t worry, she’s OK, she’s OK.’ And then he said he was going to drive me to the hospital straight away. And that she was OK.

I muttered, ‘Ella está bien, ella está bien,’ under my breath, so I could believe him.

On the drive there in his Tiffany-blue Mini Cooper (weird, because I’d always pictured him in a muddy Land Rover), Mr Kevacovic told me the police said the delivery driver who’d hit Lou on her moped had swerved so hard to avoid her the van had tipped right over on its side. He kept interrupting himself at regular intervals to repeat that Lou was OK, but I barely listened because I was repeating the words I most needed to hear, over and over in my head. My mother’s had an accident. It was an accident. Information Kev couldn’t possibly have known that, to me, was equally as important as the fact she was OK.

When we got to the hospital a nurse said she was sorry, but Lou had been taken off to surgery to have her leg pinned. I wondered aloud why she was sorry, because surely that was better than not getting it pinned if that’s what it needed. I hadn’t even really wanted to say that, but my mouth has a mind of its own and sometimes what comes out is not always strictly my idea.

The nurse didn’t even draw breath, though, so I guess she’d heard it all before. She told me I wasn’t to worry and that Lou had one badly broken leg (left, tibia, hence the pin), nasty lacerations to the right lower leg, and some minor cuts and bruising to her face. But she’s OK, she said. I looked at the faces of the very normal nurse and normal old Mr Kevacovic and thought, These people actually think my mother is OK. How wild is that. That’s a statement not a question.

Kev had to go back to school, but he’d walked me to the ward Lou was going to be taken to after her surgery and gave me his mobile number. He told me to phone him if I needed anything, but I said I had it covered and I’d call my father to pick me up. It’d be a long wait for that bullet train from Kyoto, but Mr Kevacovic couldn’t be expected to remember the parental details of every student he was responsible for and I was counting on it.

While I was waiting in a room near the nurses’ station, I overheard one of them mention a van driver in bay fourteen who’d had a bang on the head and was staying in overnight for observation. A different voice replied that the woman he’d hit on her moped was coming down from surgery in about half an hour. ‘We’d better keep them apart,’ she said. ‘Haha.’


So I thought, I’ve got half an hour to kill.

The guy was sitting up in bed reading a magazine. He had a huge plaster on his forehead and was squinting very hard, like he needed glasses, which gave me some hope. When I said who I was, he looked like he was going to cry, and he grabbed my hand and started pumping it up and down like I’d won a scholarship. He said he was sorry about a hundred times, and some other stuff, like he’d never even had so much as a broken headlight in eighteen years of driving for Tesco, and he was definitely going under the speed limit, because he always did. And that he couldn’t believe she hadn’t seen him, because right before they collided he could have sworn she looked right at him. Almost right through him. Never seen anything like it, he said. And then he did cry, and I felt bad and thought, Yeah well, you never met my mother before.

The thing is, I’ve always had my suspicions about what Lou might be capable of. Only suspicions. Like, had she or had she not been looking when she managed to slice the top off her middle finger making sushi? Did she or did she not inadvertently leave the gas cooktop on one night when I was having a sleepover at my dad’s hotel? Was it really an accident when she set fire to her fringe at our flats’ summer garden party? I’m joking about that last one, because Lou swore black and blue she was leaning over to see if the sausages were ready and, well, that was some sausage surprise. Her words not mine. I hope I’m joking, but no way am I letting my guard down just to get fooled by a sausage.

I’m not going to lie, the surveillance has been exhausting, so this guy pretty much telling me what I’d half suspected for years was almost a relief. After twenty-nine minutes, I grabbed his hand and pumped it up and down like he’d done to me, and told him it was OK.

It was an accident, sir. Un accidente.

It’s OK.
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I started to look forward to the daily ceremony of unwinding the gauze bandages from Lou’s leg. The gentle, hand-under-hand motion, the anticipation of the reveal. The bruises on her face had faded to small, dirty smudges, and the train track of staples seemed to stay as clean as a whistle almost on its own, so it was a relief when the part I was in charge of started to look a little bit better as well.

Every day we’d both lean forward to examine the edges of the circular wound, moving self-consciously into each other’s space. Mostly things seemed to be going well, but there were moments of apprehension when I imagined I saw tiny streaks of red, or one of the other signs of trouble Dom had told me to look out for. When that happened, I’d gently prod the skin, and Lou and I would watch it change colour, discussing if it really did look different, or convincing ourselves it had just been a trick of the light.

In the first week after I took over, Wolfie appeared unannounced one day, just as I’d finished taking the bandages off. When I saw her I stood up, immediately feeling ham-fisted and clumsy, worried that she’d caught me at it, doing everything wrong.

‘Early release for good behaviour?’ I asked, to cover my awkwardness. But she completely ignored the crack, so I took the hint and didn’t make any more mention of her supposed detention, which she seemed to attend at her own discretion.

She walked over to Lou and managed to elbow me out of the way without actually doing it. It was a pretty nifty trick, and I didn’t feel a thing until I was standing off to the side, holding a bunched-up handful of bandage and looking down at the top of two identical heads. As I watched, Lou reached out and rested her hand gently on Wolfie’s shoulder, and the heads moved closer until they were touching. It was such a tender moment I felt like I was intruding, and I was almost relieved (yet also slightly sad) when Wolfie drew back and sat on her heels.

‘It looks really good, Lou. Loads better, don’t you think?’ She swung around like she’d just remembered I was there. ‘Sorry. I’m not trying to take over or anything. Dom said—’ She stopped and flashed a look at Lou.

Guilty as hell. I bloody knew this had been her and Dom’s plan all along, to drop me in it and put the kibosh on my well-laid intentions to keep a low profile.

‘All good, I . . . it’s fine.’ I took a couple of seconds to absorb the fact that I wasn’t in the slightest bit upset about them getting one over on me.

‘Anyhow, sorry. All yours.’ Wolfie gestured at me to carry on and sat cross-legged on the bed next to Lou. While I got on with the job, they talked quietly about school (everything great, no problems at all, and by the way, no mention of detention); the bus trip back to Belsize Park (an absolute breeze, despite two changes and a twenty-minute wait in between); and plans for the rest of the afternoon (important meeting with George in the front room to offer an opinion on some Disney merchandise).

I worked away carefully and methodically, and it struck me how different the tone of Wolfie’s voice was when she was speaking to Lou instead of everyone else. Or did I mean just me? She seemed softer, younger – not so prickly. And I don’t know if Lou clocked it, but that was definitely someone bending over backwards to reassure their mother that everything was dandy, so they wouldn’t worry.

I was wondering just how dandy things could really be with an out-of-action parent and a marathon trek home from school to contend with, and trying to peel the adhesive backing off a silicone patch, when I realised they’d stopped talking. I looked up and they were both watching me.

‘Do you want . . . I mean, there’s a trick with that if you want to know?’ Wolfie indicated the silicone patch. ‘Should I show you?’

‘Please. I need all the help I can get, to be honest.’ And also, this was a bit of a turn-up for the books. I wondered if I’d finally impressed her with my newfound medical skills.

Wolfie slid off the bed and knelt on the floor next to me. She took the silicone patch and held it between her hands. ‘Yeah, so if you tuck your nail underneath that bit and then kind of roll it with your thumb, it comes off much more easily.’ She proved the point by peeling the backing off effortlessly and then passed it back.

‘Nice one, thanks. That’s going to save a whole lot of blood, sweat and tears, I can tell you.’ I wasn’t joking. I’d struggled with it every single day, and I wondered if Lou had done some sign language up there to beg Wolfie to put me out of my misery. I didn’t care, though. Because whatever her reasons, it felt like something had dislodged in Wolfie’s spiky little defence. That I’d passed some kind of test. Small wins, baby steps.

After that day, if she did come home early while I was doing the dressings, she’d sit on the bed with Lou and talk about the day (always fine, always dandy) and, even though she’d occasionally look over my shoulder and offer a comment or suggestion, it didn’t feel like she was checking up on me any more.


When it was just Lou and me, which was most days, the routine of unwrapping, bathing and rewrapping her leg gave us a purpose, something to talk about, which we didn’t need when we sat out on the patio in the mornings. Out there, the silence had taken on a comfortable familiarity as I jotted down notes for the letters, and she went wherever it was she went when she closed her eyes. But inside the house I was grateful for the routine that gave us something else to focus on than the ever-present spectre of history in the room.

My head still felt like a dog’s breakfast of memories, but they seemed to be arriving in a more orderly fashion now, riding in on waves one by one, rather than dropping like bombs. Once, though, when I was winding gauze around Lou’s leg, a wave passed through carrying a small voice so clear and close I almost choked on a sharp intake of breath. Danny, Danny, look at me! I kept on wrapping the leg, around and around, firmly but gently, and exhaled as quietly as I could while little Lou coasted in to the shore.

A week and a half in, I was cleaning the skin around the wound, trying not to touch the edges, when I heard a low chuckle.

‘Your face, Danny,’ she said softly. ‘It’s OK, just get in there and do what you have to do. Don’t worry. You won’t hurt me.’ I had to look away quickly in case she could see what I was thinking, because didn’t we both know that wasn’t true?

After that, though, I did feel more confident about how much pressure to apply without causing pain, how much saline to squeeze out of the cotton ball to get a good soaking without it running down her leg. My bandaging skills had become practically professional – long even wraps neatly herringboned into each other, ends tucked away. I’d started to have ideas about turning up as an extra on Casualty.

But the most satisfying thing was seeing the small changes that were happening. Every day the long, stapled seam of the scar got drier and tighter, and the little open volcano began to form a delicate, tentative crust, its angry edges fading to a dusky pink that only looked mildly annoyed. It was all going well, so it was bound to go wrong sooner or later.

‘I still think about them every day, Danny.’

I was on my knees gathering up towels and medical supplies with my back to Lou, so at first I wasn’t even sure I’d heard right. I half turned, and the bowl of water in my hand splashed over the edges and on to my arm. When I stood up, a warm rivulet trickled from my elbow to my wrist and I wondered if I could pretend I hadn’t heard her, just bundle the rest of this stuff up and leg it. But I was too slow.

‘When Mum first died, every morning just for a few minutes I used to pretend that what happened wasn’t real. That she was going to be there making breakfast when I went downstairs.’ I could feel the hairs on the back of my neck slowly rising and I tightened my grip on a bottle of saline. Ah, Lou. Hadn’t we been doing so well?

‘Just for those few minutes, I’d lie there and tell myself, nothing’s changed, Mum’s still here. We’re all still here.’ I could feel my sister looking at me but I kept my eyes on the floor. ‘You know, for a while I even tried to pretend that real life was a bad dream, and that when I went to sleep and had dreams about you and me and Mum and Dad all still together, that was real life, and I just had to wait out the day until I could get back to it.’

Inside my head, the bombs were back and dropping fast. Me, lying in my bedroom, air thick with grief and angst and a feeling so dark that it scared even my teenage self into silence. Us, silent dinners, breakfasts, the three that were left, sitting in our own corners of the front room like pushed-back furniture. And Lou. Always there. Sidling up beside me, looking up at me, eyes wide, every day, still hopeful. Every minute of every day, reminding me of what she’d done.

Because with my thirteen-year-old boy-man logic, someone was always to blame for the bad stuff. You just had to figure out who.

I felt a rush of sadness that was so physical my grip on the bottle of saline released and it slipped to the floor. Neither of us moved as we watched the contents empty out on to the polished floorboards, and when the flow stopped and I finally looked at my sister, it was the strangest thing. For the first time I could see, very clearly, the face of the girl I’d left behind. The girl who’d grown up without me, and despite me.

‘Lou—’

I exhaled and my breath caught in my throat, turning it into several involuntary coughs. Here it comes, I thought. Here’s my moment, nothing’s surer. Lou waited until I’d finished, then reached out and put her hand on my arm with a tenderness I didn’t deserve.

‘It’s OK, Danny. Just say it. What were you going to say?’

I looked at that face, still hopeful. Still Lou, after all these years.

And then I was nine years old, pulling my own arse out of a stormwater drain and looking around for my little sister. Just for a second, I felt the same panic, the same fear in the pit of my stomach, and as I stared down at the puddle of saline spreading silently over Dom’s floor, I thought, Actually, I’m not sure it is OK.

‘I . . . I’d better get this cleaned up.’

And what if I still don’t forgive you? What if I can’t?











 



ANNA

Dear Danny Mulberry, you seem nice. I’m going to overlook the two-fingers-up thing, because I think we’d all like to do that once in a while and get away with it. You should probably know that being nice is my highest and only character judgement these days. If someone seems nice, which a lot of people do on first look, it’s all I need to spontaneously start a conversation. Even if it’s not asked for. Even when I can clearly see it’s not wanted. I don’t seem to care. Isn’t that odd?

Maybe you won’t think it’s so odd if I tell you my husband was nice too, and he’s what I need to talk about. If just a few hours surprise me by passing and I haven’t said his name out loud to another living soul, I feel crushed by guilt. Terrified that I’ve let him down in the hugest of ways. Because he’s disappearing a little bit more every day and it’s my fault. I can’t bear the thought of him fading away like a receipt I’ve forgotten in the bottom of my handbag, so I talk about him. To checkout operators, to bus drivers, to dry-cleaners, to old ladies and men in cafes, to dogs and all too often to cats. It doesn’t matter who it is, all that seems to matter is that I say his name. So I can remember he loved poetry and Bob Seger and his daughters, to distraction. That he drank good red wine and bad instant coffee, always took the smallest slice of cake but the largest piece of Roquefort, and that he couldn’t ride a bike to save his life but the man could rollerblade like a demon. And that he loved me.

I could never have imagined that someone would be so much more all-consuming in death than they are in life. But, unlike when they’re here, after they die every single thing about them is meaningful, even the smallest and most insignificant detail. And so every day I lose something else. The last time I smelled him on the car seat covers. The last time I found his dried-up missing sock in the door seal of the washing machine. The last time a bill came in his name; god, how quickly they want you to move on, declare him gone, rub him out. ‘We’ll delete him from our records, madam, sorry for your loss.’ The things to lose never seem to end, yet the most terrifying thing is that I know one day they will.

I don’t want to be here but I don’t want to leave either. I have two grown-up girls who don’t need me any more, but what if they did? And if I were to gently and quietly follow that darling man to wherever he’s gone and then one of my crazy fantasies came true (my favourite is that he comes back to earth as a cow, or a flower or a baby, like the Buddhists believe) and I wasn’t here – what then? The truth is, I’m scared to step forward into a life without him, and it’s too painful to stand still while he remains so present. It’s pathetic and it’s undignified, so I distract myself from thinking about it by talking to those very useful strangers. And I work hard to remember every detail of every day I ever spent with my husband, so I’ll always have something left to lose.

I have no idea who you are, Danny Mulberry; what you really believe, how you’ve lived, who you’ve loved and who you’ve lost. But you look nice.

My husband’s name was Martin Matthews. Maybe you’ll say it for me sometimes.

Anna, Southwark

HAPPINESS IS NOT IN ANOTHER PLACE

Dear Anna, I’m very sorry about your husband, he certainly does sound nice. I’m glad you think I am too, and even though I’m really not sure you’re right, I do like to think I always mean well.

My father was definitely someone you’d call nice, and I wish he were around now for you to talk to. He would have listened well and I’m sure he would also have had some words of wisdom, because he knew a lot about grief and he was the most dignified man I’ve ever known. He was a big fan of poetry, like your husband – he also loved a red wine, but always tea not coffee, and I never saw him on a pair of rollerblades. His favourite poet was Walt Whitman, and Dad used to say there was a Whitman for every occasion. On my last day of school he gave me a Whitman poem, which he’d copied out in his lovely handwriting and had framed. He told me it was for the occasion of my life. I wish I could remember it now, but that frame is long gone and I’m drawing a blank. I mention this because, as it goes, my sister chose a Whitman poem for the occasion of my father’s funeral, called ‘Song of the Open Road’. I’m not so clever as to have remembered the exact words, of course, but Google has come to my rescue and I share it here because I think it may give you some comfort.


Afoot and light-hearted I take to the open road,

Healthy, free, the world before me,

The long brown path before me leading wherever I choose.


For the first few months after he died, the thought of my dear old dad on that long brown path leading him to wherever he chose was one of the few things that gave me comfort (apart from a lot of alcohol, which I highly don’t recommend). Maybe you could imagine your husband on that long brown path too, and perhaps it might help.

Anyhow, to once again prove my father right that there’s a Whitman for every occasion, I’ve spent quite a few hours searching for just the right one for you, Anna, and I think I’ve found it. Here we go.


Happiness not in another place, but this place . . . not for another hour, but this hour


I’m no expert on poetry myself (I can almost hear my dear dad laughing at the thought!), but what I think good old Walt’s saying here is that we all think we’ve got so much time that we often waste the now. I can’t begin to tell you how much time I’ve squandered on stupid things, things that don’t matter. Because when we’re young, and even when we’re older and should know better, we think there’s always more where that came from. Only there isn’t, is there? Not really. And we know that, you and me.

Don’t waste your now, Anna, but also, don’t ever think that the time you spend remembering your husband is wasted. Because losing him is just another part of your story and those memories are the foundations that will keep you standing. (That’s me, but I think it sounds a little Whitman-esque, don’t you? I could be kidding myself.)

Keep on talking to those useful strangers, because I have a feeling that whether you know it or not, you mean every bit as much to some of them, as well. (I know a gentleman codenamed Rich T. Biscuit who’d probably give his eyeteeth for a five-minute conversation with a stranger like you.)

I wish I’d met your husband, Anna, but I can promise you I will never forget him. Martin Matthews, Martin Matthews, Martin Matthews.

With love and endless repetition,

Sincerely, Danny Mulberry
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Wolfie




Sharing four walls and a roof with two extra humans and a pretty big dog takes some getting used to. When one of those other humans is George, you’d better strap yourself in for the ride.

Since Larry made his break for it I’ve only lived with one person, which has only ever and always been Lou. And the thing about being a single kid of a single parent is that you have very underdeveloped skills when it comes to sharing personal space. So, credit where credit’s due, for a beginner I think I’m doing OK since we got to Belsize Park. I’m not going to lie, there are definitely times when I look over at Danny’s shed and think it might be quite cool to hide away in a tin box like that, but then George and Gentleman tear up the hallway, or I hear Dom and Lou talking in her room, and I think, actually, it’s quite nice to know there’s other life on earth.

George doesn’t seem to have any of my issues with personal space, judging by the amount of time he spends in my room. There are ground rules in place, though, thanks to Dom, because that’s a whole lot of kid. The drill is, he has to knock on the door, and if he doesn’t hear anything back, he’s supposed to buzz off, no questions asked. But if I say come in, he pokes his head around the door and asks, ‘Are you receiving?’ like Dom’s told him to. The first time he stood there for ages trying to remember what he was supposed to say, then he finally comes up with, ‘Are you receiving me, Wolfie?’ Hilarious. Makes me sound like a two-way radio.

I’m lying on the bed doing my Spanish homework in my head (a technique Mr Navarro hasn’t quite come around to yet), and I hear George’s clumpy school shoe footsteps coming up the hallway. Part of me wants to lie there quietly and not answer. Hoy no, gracias. Not today, kid. Maybe slip a note out under the door saying, ‘Sorry, I’m not receiving.’ But when that little knock comes, I picture him standing out there following the ground rules like a champion and thinking I don’t want to see him.

‘Hey, George. Come in, it’s OK, I’m receiving,’ I hear myself say.

‘Hurray, she’s receiving, Dad! Told you!’

I’ve never really been on board the whole ‘kids are cute’ bandwagon, but George has got me reconsidering my policy. I came close to relaxing it one other time, when Larry and Meiko told me they were having a baby, but the little tadpole that would have been my brother or sister had other ideas. The miniature gifts came thick and fast that year but it wasn’t really the same.

‘D’ya want to see something, Wolfie?’

‘I definitely want to see something, George.’ I sit up, and Gentleman streaks past him and makes a leap for the bed. He lands next to me and instantly drops, like he’s been there all along and he’s the one receiving visitors. Smooth. George hangs back a bit, probably wondering how jumping on my bed fits into the ground rules. Both of them are wearing blue satin Superman capes tied around their necks and I have to admit – the cuteness level is high.

Dom’s a few steps behind them, and he pokes his head in the doorway and raises his eyebrows at me. The moment when I could have raised mine back to say, ‘Yeah, it’s not a great time actually and maybe I shouldn’t be receiving,’ passes and he leaves us to it.


In the car on the way to school the other day, Dom told me he’s trying to teach George the art of conversation. How it should always be an event of two halves and that while it’s great that George is an enthusiastic talker, he also needs to learn to recognise when it’s someone else’s turn. He asked if I could help, and it made me think about when Lou’s on a sofa holiday and I sit on the floor telling her everything I’ve found out about our made-up destination just to get a spark of interest. It’s always my turn, so I have the credentials. I told Dom I was in.

George is looking at me expectantly and I realise he’s waiting his turn.

‘You guys look amazing,’ I say.

‘We’re both Superman because I’ve got two Superman capes, I don’t know why. I like Spider-Man too, but he doesn’t have a cape. Aren’t they cool? You should get one.’ I really should, I think.

‘Maybe I will.’

George asks me what I’m doing, and I tell him about how I do my Spanish homework and how my method helps me remember more. Just the way my brain works, I say. Not that I’m recommending it, because as a rule, teachers seem to be obsessed with physical proof. He comes over and sits on the edge of the bed next to Gentleman, and when I say that they both tip their heads to exactly the same angle.

OK then, I think, the art of the conversation. A promise is a promise.

‘If you were allowed to choose one superpower to have, what would it be, George?’ He gives it some thought. A lot of it. Seriously, the look on his face is priceless and you’d think it was the most important question in the world.

‘OK, if I could have one superpower . . .’ he starts slowly, then hesitates to build the suspense. It works, and suddenly I’m totally interested in what a boy who has it all, and even two of some things, can possibly be in need of. ‘Well, what I’d choose is . . .’ I sit there impatiently, waiting for George to deliver his decision.

‘To have the power to give out superpowers! Then Dad and Danny and you and Lou could have one too!’ He slaps the duvet hard and Gentleman’s head pops up off his paws.

Jesucristo. Madre mía. This kid.

‘Is it still my turn in the conversation, Wolfie? Can I ask you something?’

‘Sure, you get two turns this time.’

‘OK, well, do you like your duvet cover? It’s my second-favourite, but I reckon it’s still cool because it’s got Woody and Buzz Lightyear. Danny says Woody is a proper diamond geezer even if he can’t go to infinity and beyond. Next time Dad does the wash we can swap if you like though, and you can have my favourite one. I don’t mind.’

The thing is, the art of conversation is easy with George. He makes me forget about all the stuff that’s crashing around inside my brain and think about the important things, like Sheriff Woody and how many balloons it’d take to fill up a car, and what’s the good, better, best chocolate bar in the world. Snickers for me, by the way; Mars for him. Then he says let’s do some drawing and he runs off to get his colouring pencils. He gives me first pick of pink, yellow or blue paper, which kind of messes with my only-child-not-great-at-sharing mind, and I have a go at sketching Gentleman’s side profile.

Dom comes up and says it’s nearly time to eat, but just in time he tells us that bloke from the Double is here and he’s scored himself a dinner invite as well. Straight away I can see I’m not fooling Dom with the story I come up with on the fly about an assignment that isn’t actually due for a week, but he doesn’t call me out. I haven’t got anything against Pete – poor guy’s up against it if you ask me – it’s just that I’m not really in the mood for the art of the conversation with a few too many more people than I’m used to.


When they go off down the hallway, I hear George ask what’s the real reason I don’t want to have my dinner downstairs (so I clearly didn’t fool him either), and Dom says, ‘You’ve got to be patient if you want to win over someone like Wolfie.’

I get back to doing my homework in my head to stop me thinking about what would be the best superpower for my not quite crazy but possibly dangerously close mother to have. When I pick up all the paper and pencils off the floor, I see George has done a picture of a spiky-haired stick man and a dog standing in front of a garden shed, with a voice bubble saying, ’Ello you dimond geezer.

He’s winning me over, George is.
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Danny




When Pete messaged with a ten-minute heads up that he was on his way over, part of me couldn’t help suspecting the worst.

I’d only dropped the envelope of handwritten notes in the mail to him the previous morning, and as soon as they left my hand I’d wanted them back. It wasn’t just that I found myself hoping to have done a good job for the sake of the job itself (strange as the feeling was), it was the thought of Anna and Col and Rich T. Biscuit and the rest actually being forwarded my replies. The responsibility felt real and overwhelming, and what if I’d got it all wrong?

I’d managed to distract myself by starting on a major clean-up of the shed (chapter eight of Nature, Nurture and Nachos, ‘The Divine Diversion’), which had worked a treat, but as I waited for Pete to show up, I couldn’t help worrying what his super-quick response might mean. There wasn’t time to think too deeply, though, because in what seemed a lot less than ten minutes, the sun went out and there he was silhouetted in the doorway of the shed.

‘Dom told me to come straight through, hope that’s OK. How you doing?’ Pete didn’t wait for an answer as he walked straight into the shed like he owned the place. ‘You’ve only gone and pulled it off, mate. Jeremy – my editor – loves what you did! He’s well into it! Is it all right if I . . .?’

There was no sign of the slightly sheepish and evasive manner of his first visit and, in fact, I’d go so far as to say there was a definite air of confidence hovering around young Pete Barker. He barely took a breath in between words and, as I stepped back, he headed straight for the bed, perching casually on the edge and crossing his two-mile-long legs. He looked around approvingly.

‘Dom told me you were having a good old spring clean. Looks great! Any chance of a cuppa to celebrate, mate?’ I wasn’t sure if he meant about the tidy shed or that I’d apparently pulled a blinder and Jeremy was happy with my work, but either way a calming cup of tea definitely sounded like a good idea.

Pete looked behind to check for obstacles (none) then stretched out on the bed, feet politely hanging over the edge, arms behind his head.

‘You know, I wasn’t sure you’d be able to pull it off, Danny, but some of that stuff you wrote was brilliant. I’m not going to lie, there were a couple of dodgy ones in there but, geez, mate, I’ve got to hand it to you – you did good.’ God, how long was it since I’d heard those words?

‘Jeremy’s dead keen for you to get on to the rest of them, pronto!’ He sounded positively cocky now, and even though I was really quite happy to have contributed in some small way to restoring his job security – ‘the rest’?

I didn’t have to wait too long to find out what that meant because Pete reached into his satchel, took out two huge bundles of paper and dumped them on the bed, accompanied by an enthusiastic commentary. It seemed the letters had continued to come in at a rate of knots the week the issue of the Double was in circulation, and even into the next. Jeremy had been so delighted at the response to Pete’s story that he’d given him a couple of juicy celebrity interviews and even allowed him to sit in on some editorial meetings.

‘Jeremy said this is quids in the human-interest piece of the year, no telling where it could go from here. He did make the point that if we’re going to be publishing the letters we might have to make them anonymous, though. Privacy laws and all that.’ I resisted the urge to ask if Pete or Jeremy had considered my privacy while they were busy revealing my name, address and fake spiritual credentials to the world.

‘Don’t you worry about that, though, I’ll come up with some appropriate pseudonyms – you know, to protect the innocent. Tragic in Twickenham, Fix Me from Finsbury, that kind of thing.’ Pete winked. ‘Mind you, I’ve read through most of this lot and we might be protecting a few guilty ones as well.’ I thought about Fake Trev and his dealer’s A-levels and silently agreed that anonymity was probably a very good idea.

‘The thing is, Danny, the Double’s only been going six months but they’re . . . I mean we’re really starting to get some traction in the market. We’ve had a couple of celebrity endorsements and Jeremy reckons our distribution numbers will be giving the Metro a run for their money any day. And now that he’s being . . . Well, I mean, thanks to what’s happened with the story about you, he’s finally taking me seriously as a journalist, you know? It’s brilliant, it really is. I can’t tell you what a massive boost it’s been.’ He lifted his tea in a salute. ‘I even got asked to go for a drink with Jeremy and a couple of the paps the other night, although between you and me I don’t think I’ve got the stomach for that too often. But I feel like things are finally looking up for me. Honestly, mate. Thanks a million.’

It was hard not to get carried along by Pete’s excitement, but I was also very conscious of the piles of letters on the bed. I tried to estimate how many there might be and all I could come up with was a lot. A hell of a lot. The thing was, despite the thought of what I might come across in those bundles setting off a few mild heart palpitations, I also found myself strangely impatient to find out.

Pete didn’t seem to be in any hurry to leave, though, and while thanks to my clear-up it was a lot easier to accommodate a guest of his stature, he still did take up most of the available room. I was just thinking I might have to peel him off the bed by force when Dom called out from the back door with a summons to dinner for both of us. No ifs or buts. Not that Pete was forthcoming with either of those.

What followed was a very pleasant evening. Dom had made Kath’s chicken cacciatore, and we sat around the kitchen table talking and laughing and eating dinner. Like normal people, I thought at one stage when Pete asked me to pass the salt.

Wolfie didn’t come down, apparently due to an urgent assignment that needed finishing. It did cross my mind, as Dom prepared a tray to take up to her, that she’d been a bit of a ghost the past week, spending a fair bit of time (allegedly) staying back after school or up in her room. But being no expert on teenagers, and definitely no expert on this particular one, I figured it could be completely normal behaviour. I noticed, though.

Over dinner George was on good form (aka extremely very cheeky), Dom was the convivial host, and even Lou, who was sitting next to Pete, was quite a bit chattier than I’d heard her up until then. When he went to the loo, I warned her not to say anything she didn’t want to show up in London’s newest, hippest free paper (Pete’s words, not mine), though. Because while he was shaping up to be a pretty decent guy, there was still the small problem of being a compulsive liar and a hack journalist we had to watch out for.

I had to admit it was quite sweet to see how proud Pete was, not just of his story being such a hit with the punters, but of how well I’d done with my answers to the first letters. When he told everyone what his editor had said and how much he’d loved them, Lou looked quietly impressed and George was lost for words, for once. Dom just raised his eyebrows, but when I was doing the dishes he gave me a squeeze on the shoulder as he passed and said, ‘Good on you, mate.’

I found myself wishing Wolfie had been there to hear it.

After I saw Pete off into the dark, I said my goodnights and headed out to the shed. The rain of the previous few nights had caused the door to swell slightly and I leaned my shoulder into it, knowing exactly how much pressure I needed to get the job done but not land flat on my face. I took a moment to savour the first eyeful of friendly old non-judgemental Buzz Lightyear waiting to wrap me in his strong, deluded superhero arms. Hey, hombre, I’m home. Sometimes I even say it out loud. Because the thing Dom doesn’t get is that, even though it’s just a musty old garden shed, it feels like home to me in a way that nowhere else has since I was a kid.

I mused on that little gem of self-reflection as I waited for the kettle to boil and thought how strange it was to have the mental clarity to even consider such things, when sometimes at that time of night I was hitting my fourth pint and heading for the opposite of mental clarity. I was pondering the fact that I hadn’t even been missing the pub – or the pints, for that matter – when I glanced through the half-open door up to Wolfie’s bedroom window. It was almost in darkness except for a faint flickering blue glow, like she was watching something on a digital screen. I’d have bet it wasn’t to do with any assignment, except that Lou had told us at dinner that Wolfie was an A-star student in virtually every subject. The information had seemed at odds with the girl I clearly didn’t know at all, but by the look on George’s face he, for one, appreciated the value of a good education, and I think he fell a little bit more in love with her right in front of me.

I’d definitely made progress with Wolfie since I’d taken over the dressing of Lou’s leg, but even though Dom and George and even Gentleman had obviously passed whatever test she had going on, I felt like the jury was still out on the mad-as-a-box-of-frogs uncle masquerading as a spiritual guru. And when I put it like that, who could blame her? It had crossed my mind more than once, particularly in this past week, that she might be regretting putting this whole shebang in motion. Might have wished she’d never picked up that issue of the Double and seen that picture, and then she’d still be in Tottenham with Lou, snuggled up in their little shoebox, not rattling around in a luxury mansion in Belsize Park.

I flicked on the little bedside lamp I’d picked up at Tesco on a whim when I’d popped in for milk, and when I turned off the bare overhead bulb, now that a lot of the junk had been moved out, or at least rearranged neatly, the shed looked like a cosy little cave. I sat down on the edge of the bed to take off my trainers and noticed the faint red splatters of paint on the bottom of my jeans. Had that really only been three weeks ago? Cats and kings and all that happened next? It seemed like a lifetime.

I placed my trainers neatly in their new permanent spot by the door and thought back to that three-week lifetime ago. Before Ray got his money shot and everything about my unpredictable, unambitious, in-denial life had changed. Back when my shoes had lived wherever they fell in a drunken heap, which was often still attached to my feet. When my idea of the perfect evening was a date with a fruit machine at the Lamb and Flag, and a couple of kebabs to finish off. I compared it to the very tasty chicken cacciatore I’d just enjoyed around a French provincial kitchen table, and a pretty perfect evening for many different reasons, and thought, Well, isn’t that something to make you go, hmmm.

I’d just set myself up in bed with tea and one of the new bundles of letters when there was a soft tap on the door. For a second, I wondered if it was Pete, back for another visit (he did seem to be getting quite fond of us), but before I got any further with that thought, there was another, louder tap and the door squeaked inwards.


‘Danny? Are you awake?’ To say Wolfie was not who I’d expected is putting it mildly. When her head appeared in the doorway, I almost felt my jaw drop.

‘Sorry. I knocked but . . .’ She trailed off as she took in the interior of the shed. ‘Wow, it’s actually pretty cool in here, isn’t it?’

I threw off the covers, a little embarrassed to be discovered by my niece tucked up in bed like an OAP.

‘Wolfie! Hi. Hey. Come in. Sorry, I’m not really in bed, I’m reading. Pete brought round some more letters and . . . Well, there’s not really too many options in here so I thought I might as well, you know, get in.’

I knew I was rambling, but as I was making excuses, I was mentally trying to work out some seating arrangements. If I was going to make a habit of receiving visitors, I really should think about investing in some better furniture. A comfortable chair, a footstool, a rug . . . Wait, was I going to make a habit of it? The thought was surprisingly not unpleasant but it didn’t help me with my current dilemma, so I swung my legs out of bed, smoothed down the covers and gestured for Wolfie to sit.

‘Take the pew of honour, Wolfie. Mind your bonce on the wall. I’ll fire up the kettle again. Tea?’

Wolfie sat down lightly on the bed and immediately curled her feet underneath her.

‘Cool. Thanks, Danny. That’d be nice.’ She tilted her head so she could see out of the window and I wondered, with a stomach-churning lurch, if she’d seen me looking up at her bedroom earlier.

I busied myself making her tea, enjoying the smugness of not having to sniff the milk and being absolutely sure the spare mug was clean, because I’d washed it when Pete and I had finished. Even so, I wiped it with a tea towel (also clean) for good measure while I racked my brain for something appropriate, but vaguely cool, to say.


‘So, to what do I owe the pleasure at this time of night? Did you finish your, um, homework thingy? Your assignment?’

A clear fail, because even though I was doing my best to act casual, I was definitely a bit rattled. Because, while just about everything to do with Wolfie and Lou was dangerously beyond the borders of my comfort zone, being in such close proximity to my niece without the buffer of Dom or George or even Gentleman made me genuinely nervous.

‘What? Oh yeah, that’s finished.’ Wolfie waved her arm dismissively and I wondered again if it had even existed. ‘I just thought I’d come out and see what you’ve done with the place. George told me you’ve been doing some renovating.’

Her eyes dropped to the Buzz duvet cover, and for the millionth time I wondered what this inscrutable girl was really thinking. But then I saw a smile flit across her face and I realised she was making gentle fun of me. I recognised an opportunity when I saw one.

‘Oh sure, if you’re looking for interior design tips you know where to come, kid. Anytime.’

‘Yeah, well, I’ll let you know, babe.’

It was a relief to fall back into my natural state of banter, but Wolfie’s jokey tone sounded a little bit forced. She’d landed in a complete stranger’s house, gained a kooky uncle and become the love object of a six-year-old, so nobody would blame her for feeling the pinch, but it almost felt like we were circling each other.

I had no idea how much she knew about why Lou and I hadn’t seen each other for longer than her whole lifetime, so I didn’t know if that had anything to do with the way that she always seemed on the verge of leaving the room whenever I was in it. But now she’d voluntarily come into my space, so what did that mean? Did it mean anything?

I handed her a mug of tea, then sat myself on the end of the bed and tried to get comfortable against the wall. There was a joist jammed into my back and I felt a splinter grab hold of my sweatshirt. It felt strangely reassuring, like a tiny anchor, and kind of exactly what I needed right then.

We eyed each other for a couple of seconds, and I got that odd sensation again, like she had the upper hand and she knew it. Wolfie looked away first and nodded her head at the pile of letters on the duvet.

‘How’s it going with your fan mail?’ Again, that barely-there smile, that half-teasing tone. ‘George reckons you got loads of them. “A shit ton” were his exact words, I think.’ My exact words, actually, and I made a mental note to have a chat with George about what’s said in the shed staying in the shed.

‘I wouldn’t say a sh— Well, I wouldn’t say loads. But Pete did just bring around some more. Forty or so.’

Eighty-three, and I’d nearly had a coronary when I’d counted them.

She picked up a handful of letters and shuffled through them, scanning a few before placing them back on the bed and squaring off the edges of the pile.

‘Actually, I think it’s pretty cool. That all these people have the guts to write in and ask a . . .’ She hesitated.

‘Weirdo for advice?’ I offered. She smiled a proper smile.

‘A complete stranger for help, is what I was going to say. But yeah, your version works too.’ This time we both laughed, and I felt something between us relax.

‘Yeah, me too. I mean, I went along with it for Pete’s sake at first, but I feel like I’m in pretty deep now.’

I looked over at Wolfie and could see she was trying not to laugh.

‘What?’

‘Nothing, just . . .’ She shrugged and glanced down into her mug, still smiling. ‘You know, for Pete’s sake.’

I chuckled along with her, but I’d just realised it was the first time I’d attempted to articulate to anyone, including myself, how seriously I’d started to take those letters. Because, along with the slight nauseous feeling in the pit of my stomach every time I sat down to the task, there was also something else now. A feeling of pride, of awe, and almost of disbelief that there were people out there who’d even think of asking someone else for help to make them better. Asking me. Like I might actually have some wisdom to offer, or that anything I have to say could have the power to . . . I don’t know, change their life somehow.

I watched my niece folding the corner of one of the letters over and back, over and back, and wondered if she was thinking the same.

‘It’s a big responsibility being the guy with the answers, Wolfie. You know what I mean? Almost as hard as asking the questions, I’d say.’

I couldn’t read her expression, but clearly she could read mine.

‘Yeah? What questions have you got, then?’

‘Oh, I don’t know.’ Of course I did. ‘Maybe stuff about Lou and you, and . . .’ I paused, but she didn’t butt in so I had to keep going. ‘I . . . I guess, just how things have been. What you’ve been doing for the past few years. All the years, really.’

And there it was, the rusty truth sign that hung between us, squeaking in the breeze while the tumbleweeds rolled. My niece and I had literally no memories to bind us. No shared experiences to recall, no family Christmases to recollect, no mutual acquaintances to remember. The place we had to start from was scratch. Our only common ground was Lou.

‘Not much to know, really.’ She shrugged again and I wondered if the prospect didn’t actually faze her. ‘We’ve just been living our lives. As you do. I take it you never met my dad?’ She waited for me to shake my head. ‘He’s a pretty cool guy, he really is, but he’s not exactly . . .’ She spread her hands wide and looked up to the roof of the shed. ‘Well, let’s just say he hasn’t been around much. So, Lou and I are it. Just us. We’re each other’s family and that’s the way it is. It’s great. She’s great.’ She gave me the side-eye. ‘But you’d know that.’

I couldn’t tell if she was having a dig or just hadn’t finished the sentence. You’d know that – if you’d been around for the past sixteen years.

Lou had mentioned Wolfie’s father, but she hadn’t seemed to want to talk about him much, so I hadn’t pushed. All I knew was that they’d split up when Wolfie was very young and now he lived in Japan. It seemed enough to go on with, but it did make me wonder about all the other stuff I didn’t know, and how much could happen in sixteen years. And also, in my case, how little.

We sat on my bed drinking tea for two hours, my niece and I. She flicked through the letters, occasionally stopping to read one in full before moving on to the next. We talked, skirting the topic of Lou, backing off or politely indicating and slipping into another lane if anything came too close for comfort. Maybe because it felt disloyal to talk behind her back, or maybe because we both had things to hide.

But I found out other things. Like that Wolfie loved Shawn Mendes and Eminem and Amy Winehouse, but also Neil Young and Etta James and, no surprise, Bob Dylan. That she ate sausages but not mash, preferred chocolate to pudding, and that she too was a strong supporter of the replacement birthday rule. (That one delighted me no end once I got over the surprise, and I couldn’t wait to drop it on George.)

I found out she wasn’t fond of kids as a rule, but that George was an exception. She preferred cats to dogs (not so needy) but adored Gentleman. And she didn’t have much time for doctors but thought Dom was a very cool dude. If I felt a little left out of the mentions, I’m sure I didn’t let on, and when she finally yawned and got up to leave, I was shocked at the tug in my gut and the strength with which I wanted her to stay.

As we said our goodnights Wolfie turned to go, then hesitated.


‘Danny, what I said earlier. About Lou and me.’ She looked me square in the eyes and you’d better believe I was paying attention. ‘It kind of feels like . . . I don’t know. Like maybe it isn’t just us any more.’

Before the words even hit my ears, there was a puff of cool air as the door opened and closed and she was gone. The shed suddenly seemed huge.

Enough room for a dozen Petes.
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The next morning when we sat out on the patio drinking coffee, Lou offered to sort the multitude of new letters Pete had dropped off into some kind of order to make it easier for me.

‘Like triage,’ she said.

Like you wouldn’t believe, I thought, recalling a four-page marathon I’d read late into the previous night, with the occasional bit of something in my eye.

She began to work her way methodically through the bundles I handed over, skimming the contents of each letter, spending longer on some than others. Even though she was frowning, deep in concentration, it struck me that it was the first time I’d seen her look genuinely animated. I was clearly surplus to requirements, though, so I left her to it and took the opportunity to spread a couple of loads of fertiliser around Dom’s garden beds. When I was done, I moved the remainder of the bags to a more sheltered spot behind the shed and secured them with a plastic sheet and some loose bricks I’d found in my clear-out. It was a forty-minute job that had taken me three months to get to, and it certainly made me think.


Within an hour, Lou had sorted the letters into three neat piles lined up across both arms of her chair. Whatever her system was, it looked much better than the crumpled-up meal I’d made of things the night before when I was trying to work out where to start.

‘Talk me through it then.’

‘Well, my plan was to separate them into themes, but then I realised they were all too different so I changed tack. I’ve kept it simple, and gone with splitting them into the ones I think are going to be quite straightforward to answer and others that are going to take a bit more thought.’ She indicated two of the piles. ‘Then, in each of those groups I’ve filed them using the same concept – in order of easiest to most complex.’

‘And what’s that one then?’ I indicated the third and noticeably larger mound of letters, and saw her mouth twitch ever so slightly.

‘Oh, yes, well. These are the ones about love – difficult to live with, impossible to live without, by all accounts. When I abandoned the idea of themes I’d already sorted loads into this one, so I just kind of kept going.’ She ruffled the pile with her thumb, then gathered it up and handed it to me. ‘Everybody’s biggest problem, apparently.’

Apparently.

‘Let me know if you need any help solving that lot.’ Lou nodded at the letters in my hand and smiled wryly. ‘I’m joking, obviously.’

By the time I settled myself in my armchair with my notepad and peeled the first letter off the pile, her eyes were closed. But there was still a trace of a smile around her mouth, and I was kind of glad my sister was going to be there beside me when I had to think about love.

 

It never is breaking news when I fall for a woman and, hands up, I’ll be the first to admit it happens a lot. But any shine wears off me fairly quickly once they work out I’m a hopeless flirt, a terrible timekeeper, and generally a pretty poor boyfriend.


‘A woman’s heart is different, Danny,’ my mother used to say. ‘And you must be careful with it. Remember to be a gentleman and always be kind.’ And I really have tried. All my life I’ve tried to be careful with a woman’s heart, even when it hasn’t always been in my own best interests. Because when I don’t call them back or take things further, when I gently but firmly disappear from their lives, it’s not because of anything they’ve done. It’s because I wouldn’t wish me on anyone, let alone someone I was growing quite fond of.

When I was twenty-five, I got engaged after a heady two-week romance with a girl called Joanne. We swore everlasting love to each other, then her visa ran out and she had to go back to New Zealand. I proposed at the airport and never heard from her again, so maybe we’re still engaged and, come to think of it, maybe her name was Leanne.

I gave up on love for quite a while after Eva, a woman I dated for a short while and loved for quite a lot longer, left me. It turned out that when push came to shove, I would (and did) actually choose boys’ nights and beer over her, as she’d suspected I might. She never knew how close it was, though.

A few years later, when I’d almost but not quite stopped missing Eva, I took the plunge and moved in with Amber. But despite following my mother’s advice to the letter, and despite the lovely Amber’s unbelievable staying power in the face of forgotten birthdays, multiple unpaid electricity bills, and many other things I’m too embarrassed to go into, even she had to hoist the white flag in the end. Both our hearts were undeniably broken, although in my defence, everyone, including me, had warned her.

I’ve given my relationship history a lot of thought over the years, because deep down I want the same things as the Ambers and Doms and Kaths of the world. I want to wake up in the morning knowing the face on the next pillow is the first thing I’m going to see every day for the rest of my life, and I want to go to bed at night knowing it’ll be the last thing I see when I take my final gasp on this earth. I do, I really do. But I just don’t seem to be able to get it right.

When Amber – like Joanne/Leanne, Eva, and all the others before them – finally exited stage left in a sad and gentle goodbye, she held my hand as she walked me to the Tube. Because she never didn’t love me, she just didn’t know what else to do.

Half an hour later, when I was drowning my Amber-tinged sorrows with my suitcase and two saucepans in a Waitrose bag on the floor of the pub beside me, out of the blue I remembered something else my mother had said to me.

She’d been called up to the head’s office for a chat about my regular less-than-perfect behaviour and, after being doled out some appropriate punishment, we were walking back along the hallway when she stopped dead and just stared at me, face like thunder.

‘You’ll never catch it, Danny,’ she said. ‘Whatever you’re chasing doesn’t exist. You need to know that.’

I could see how angry she was, but I’d had no idea what she was talking about, because the only thing I’d been chasing was a girl. That she happened to be the cousin of a girl I’d already spent a fair bit of time chasing was sheer bad luck the way I saw it, and I didn’t think I should be held responsible for what had happened next.

My mother didn’t say another word, and when we got back to the car Lou and my father were waiting patiently, two content little peas in their pod, not even slightly interested in chasing the clean heels of something they were never going to catch.

A month later my mother was gone, and then I really had something to chase.











 



SAM

Dear Danny Mulberry, when I saw your photo I was in the laundrette (not sure if that’s important, but just setting the scene). Someone had left a copy of the Double on top of the washing powder dispenser and when I pushed my fifty pence in the slot, it fell off. It was folded back to the picture of you, and there was something about your face that instantly made me feel like I knew you. I don’t, of course, but I’m a big fan of signs, and even though the one you were making with your fingers wasn’t quite the sign I’d been waiting on, by the time I’d read the story about you in between my wash and dry, it felt like it had possibilities.

I honestly never thought I’d be the kind of guy to write in and ask for help from a total stranger, but I’m in desperate need of some guidance (from someone who knows what they’re talking about, which rules out every one of my mates, my father and my four older brothers), so I’m just going to say nothing ventured, nothing gained, and you look like a pretty sound bloke.

Don’t get me wrong, it’s not like I think I’m the first person who’s ever fallen in love. I mean, hello Romeo and Juliet, Heathcliff and Cathy, Elizabeth and Mr Darcy, just for a start. (As you might guess, I’m studying Drama and I’m well into the second-year disasters.) But there’s a huge, illogical part of me that can’t believe anybody has ever felt quite the way I feel about her. Who am I kidding? I strongly, if illogically, know it to be true.

Love is nothing like I expected it to be though, and maybe if I’d known how it was going to make me feel I would never have signed up for it. It feels like a kind of madness, which is actually what the Ancient Greeks believed. I have no idea why that theory was ever debunked, because being in love has driven me to the desperation of writing to a complete stranger for advice, and if that’s not madness, what is? No offence.


The fact that she doesn’t know I exist (oh, did I mention that?) is actually preferable, because I know exactly where I stand, right up to the point of when (or more likely, if) I do eventually speak to her. It’s a pathetic thing to hold on to, but it’s the only dignity I can maintain. I know her, though. Her voice, her walk, her smile – although it’s never been at me, I don’t think I could stand that yet. When I see her in the library or the campus bar it hurts inside my chest, and on the odd occasion she passes by me, closer than I was expecting, the pain is so much worse. I don’t think I’m over-egging the drama to say it’s definitely coming from my heart. It’s like I can already feel a fault line in that thing, and I know the exact place it’s going to crack right down the middle and crumble into dust. On second thoughts, that probably is a little bit over-dramatic, but hey, I’ve learned a lot in eighteen months of my degree.

I guess the bottom line is, I’d like to know what a guy like you would do in my situation. Someone who’s clearly got it all together, spiritually and emotionally, and probably has a wife of twenty years, a couple of kids and a dog (although if so, that must be a big shed). The type of guy who’s smart and enlightened and stands up for his ethics. I don’t even know what my ethics are yet really, but the reason I bring it up is that, whatever they turn out to be, I know I’d turn my back on every one of them if it meant there was a possibility she would ever love me back.

I know I’m making a snap judgement here, but I feel like you and I might be kindred spirits when it comes to love – a bit more Romeo than Heathcliff, if you know what I mean. So maybe you can riddle me this: what would you do if you thought you were in danger of dying from love, Danny Mulberry?

Sam, Twickenham.


IS IT LOVE OR IS IT INDIGESTION?

Hey Sam, I’m very glad to hear from you, actually, because there are things I need to tell you, urgently. Firstly, thanks for the compliments, it’s still quite a novelty to hear that stuff, but I have to say steady on, mate, because at the end of the day I’m just a normal bloke. That said, I do seem to have found myself having to raise the bar a bit since that story came out in the paper and, what can I say, when it comes to love, I do have a certain amount of experience.

I’ve got two words for you: Alison Bailey. She wasn’t my first love, not by a long shot (that was Miss Myer, my year one teacher), but she was definitely the one who made me realise that love is a very serious business. I was in year five when Alison arrived at my school, and the minute I saw her I was toast. She was much taller and, shall we say, way more developed than the other girls in my class, and she was from Texas. That twang in her voice made the vowels sound like honey dripping from the sky, and I can tell you I wasn’t the only guy who fell head over hoof for Alison. But there was no doubt in my mind that not only did I have it bad, I had it the worst.

I joined the posse of boys that buzzed around trying to get her approval, or just her attention really, and the sheer force with which she ignored us all only reinforced my true and deep love for her. I had no clue as to how I was going to win her over, but it didn’t stop me from coming up with elaborate plans that would never be carried out, reams of poetry that would never pass my lips, and painstakingly chosen love songs for mixtapes that would never get made. (I didn’t even have a tape recorder.) I suffered in silence for months, not even telling my mother because I didn’t think I should worry her about the state of my health. But after a while, I guess my father noticed something, and he took me aside and asked me what was going on.

Man to man, I told him the awful truth. I was sick, I was mortally injured, and I was bleeding out. I was probably going to be the first kid in my school who died of love, I told him. And you know what? My dear old dad didn’t laugh, he didn’t tell me I was being silly, and he didn’t tell me I was too young to feel the way I absolutely, categorically knew nobody had ever felt before. He just put his hands on my shoulders and looked into my miserable face and kissed me on the forehead. Then he said, ‘Love hurts, Danny, I can’t tell you a lie. But getting hurt is the price of being human because, when it’s real and when it’s right, love is the most beautiful pain in the world. The thing you’ve got to work out, though, is: that pain you’re feeling now, is it love or is it indigestion?’ My dad, what a diamond.

And so, Sam, I’m going to say the same things to you that he said to me then, not word for word of course, because it was all a bit long ago, but I hope you’ll get the drift (and also I think you’ll appreciate the drama). He said, if you see an empty chair in a room and all you wish is that she was in it, if you hear her voice in a crowd and the rest of the world goes quiet, if you can’t imagine anything worse than never seeing her face again, that’s when you put away the Gaviscon and hold on tight, son. And you’re never a fool if it’s love. (Well, that was a bit of a surprise because I think that actually is word for word, and it’s pretty much the first time I’ve thought of it since my old man died.)

So take a deep breath and ask yourself those questions, and if the answer is yes, then I say go for it. Go hard, go for broke and have at it with your heart, mate. Because when it’s good, there’s nothing better than love and that’s the truth.

And look, full disclaimer, it didn’t go well with Alison Bailey in the end, but she was never in doubt about how I felt, and we had two pretty good weeks before it turned into a case of genuine indigestion on her side. I’m not sure I’m over her yet, but I’ve never regretted shooting my shot. Not then and never since.

The Greeks were right – love is a lovely, lovely lunacy.

Courage, my friend.

Sincerely, Danny Mulberry
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‘Come in, you don’t have to knock, Danny.’

Lou was already sitting on the edge of the bed when I arrived to do her leg dressings. I had to stop myself from doing a double take when I realised that this older, more angular version already looked more familiar than the eighteen-year-old girl I’d tried so hard to forget. Gentleman pushed past me and snuffled her hand on the way through, before flopping down in the corner next to the stack of boxes camouflaged with a Laura Ashley sheet.

‘How’s the leg feeling?’

‘Bit itchy, not too bad, though. Dom said that was probably a good sign. How about you? How’d you go with that letter you were stuck on this morning?’

‘OK, I hope. I mean, it took me the whole day to come up with something worthwhile, but I think I got there in the end.’

I hadn’t noticed the exact moment it happened, but somewhere along the line seeing Lou had become easier, less jarring to my heart, which such a short time ago had felt like it might kamikaze out of my chest at the sight of her, let alone if I had to speak. But now I was able to come out with fully formed sentences without having to plan ahead, and I could even throw in a gentle question without my legs trying to pedal me backwards out of the room. A conversation with my sister seemed now, miraculously, to be merely conversation, and not a mountain that needed to be scaled.

It was disconcerting and weirdly comforting at the same time. I wondered if she felt it too – the weird sense that we were trying to fill up a space with something that didn’t quite fit, but that whatever it was, it was beginning to adjust around us.

I placed the big bowl of warm water I’d prepared in the kitchen on the floor, and emptied out my plastic bag of bandages, antiseptic and saline. I’d managed to streamline the process to a level I was secretly impressed with, and I felt quite medically proficient as I knelt on the floor in front of Lou and started unwrapping the gauze bandage from her leg. But then I accidentally brushed the wound with my thumb and I saw her flinch slightly.

‘Shit, sorry.’

‘It’s OK.’ Her eyes were fixed on a point somewhere out through the window.

‘Hey, Danny? Do you remember our old garden? It wouldn’t have been even a quarter of the size of Dom’s, but it always seemed so huge to me.’

I added some antiseptic to the water and tried to come up with a reply that wasn’t rude but that also wouldn’t encourage this kind of chat about the past. Why rock the boat? Even though we’d covered a vast distance, Lou and I, it was so much safer to pretend we were two entirely different people (for me, at least), completely unrelated to the ones all those years ago. But I was surprised to find myself smiling at the mention of our lovely old house, so could it really hurt?

‘Yeah, I do. I know what you mean.’

‘Mum always used to call it her garden, but it was actually Dad who did all the work, wasn’t it?’ I nodded and hoped it would be enough as I arranged her leg carefully on a towel spread over Dom’s Moroccan leather ottoman, which I’d worked out by trial and error was the perfect height for the job.

‘Do you remember when she cut all Dad’s roses at the same time and displayed them around the house in every vase and bottle and mug she could get her hands on? And when Dad came home he couldn’t believe she’d cut them all off at the nub, so that basically put paid to them flowering again for another whole year.’

‘I do, yeah.’ I slowly peeled back the silicone dressing on Lou’s leg, thinking I remembered that occasion almost too well, because I’d been the only one who’d seen the look on my father’s face when he realised Mum had just lopped off what equated to twelve months of hard work in one go. Even so, he still smiled at her like she’d presented him with the Hope Diamond when she handed him a single yellow bud. It was funny Lou remembered it, though, because she couldn’t have been more than five. Maybe I hadn’t been the only one who saw that look after all.

Once Lou’s leg was exposed, we both leaned forward to have a closer look at the wound. It looked neat, dry and clean, its crusty edges creeping their way towards the middle of the volcano a little more each day. It was fascinating to see the resilience of Lou’s skin in action, but I knew from what Dom had told me that it was what you couldn’t see that could turn into a problem. I studied the edges carefully, looking for any warning signs or changes in texture and colour.

‘I was always jealous of you, Danny.’

Lou’s voice was very soft, but there was no mistaking what she’d said. Under my hands her leg felt frail and papery, and I had a sudden, terrible urge to squeeze it, as if that might stop her saying any more. But I knew it wouldn’t, because this boat had already started to rock. All I could do was don a lifejacket and hold on.

‘I know it’s silly, but I used to think about how you had all those extra years with them before I came along. Like the three of you had a secret I’d never be able to be part of.’


In the silence I was scared I might involuntarily blurt out a reply, because it was there, on the tip of my tongue. And because she was right. I tore off a too-big wad of cotton wool and dunked it in the bowl, trying to remember the time before my family had included Lou. But it was hard to get a handle on the slippery memories, and I had a sudden urge to dive headfirst into the warm water.

‘She thought you were an angel, you know.’ I wondered if I could make a forward somersault, half-twist work.

Lou looked down at her hands resting in her lap, like she didn’t recognise them, like someone else had left them there and run off. The sharp smell of antiseptic was making me feel a bit light-headed and I wondered which one of us would call the ambulance, because a grown man had just heard his mother thought he was an angel and it had made him see stars.

‘Lou, I . . .’

I trailed off when I realised I had nothing more than that. My bluff was well and truly called and I realised, depressingly, that I was still as gutless as I’d been three weeks ago. A couple of decades ago. A teenager’s whole life ago.

The sun coming in through the window made dapples on Lou’s plaster cast. I noticed George had added a drawing of a stick figure in a twinset carrying a huge handbag and wearing a crown. There was a voice bubble coming out of her head that said, Off with her cast! Underneath it there was a tiny red George scratched inside a wonky star with about twenty jagged points. Damn straight you are, Georgie. Wolfie had also written something new – in Spanish – in thick red printing that reminded me of the graffiti I still hadn’t cleaned off. A mal tiempo, buena cara. Despite those few months in Ibiza, the only Spanish I’d picked up was Una cerveza, por favor, so I was none the wiser.

Lou stretched her fingers out to the sunlight and slowly turned up her palms. I felt my pulse rate slow, and thought, OK, if she stops now, I might be able to get through this. Just give me a sec and shush now, Lou. An angel.

‘You don’t . . . I mean, I don’t know if you have any idea just how much she loved you, Danny.’ She spoke so quietly I had to lean in to hear.

‘When you were at school and Dad was at work, you were pretty much all she ever talked about. Even those times when I had her all to myself, she . . . Well, you were always there in a way. She kind of . . .’ Lou shrugged. ‘I don’t know, kept you close.’

My silence seemed to encourage her to keep talking, which was the last thing I needed but at the same time, strangely, now the thing I wanted most.

‘I’m not sure how to put it, Danny. It was like she . . .’ Lou focused her eyes on a point out in the garden and paused for a few seconds, then gave a sudden jerky nod, like she’d worked it out to her satisfaction. ‘I’m just not sure you and I had the same mother, in a weird kind of way.’

It could have been the slipstream from that nod, but I suddenly tipped back on my haunches and had to put my arm out behind to steady myself, narrowly missing the bowl of water. What?

‘What?’ My voice sounded about three octaves higher than normal.

‘Didn’t you notice it, Danny? How differently Mum treated us?’

My first instinct was to tell Lou she was off her head; that she didn’t know what she was talking about. That actually I used to secretly, guiltily wish I was my mother’s favourite, and that I’d done everything in my power to remind her that I’d been there first. But I’d had to content myself with getting on with the very important job of being a big brother. Looking after my little sister, sharing my books, my toys. My parents.

‘She just kind of . . . changed when you were around, you know?’ Lou was on a roll now, and no, I really didn’t know. ‘When it was just me and her, there were times when she sat in the same place for hours and hours, reading or sleeping or staring out of the window. But then you’d walk in the door from school and she . . . she sort of came alive.’

The memory of a woman who fizzed and laughed and dived headfirst on to the trampoline slipped into my head. A woman who took on hide and seek with the enthusiasm of a five-year-old, and snuggled on the sofa and whispered secrets. Who played one-on-one cricket in the garden with me until it was so dark we couldn’t see the ball. That was my mother. Our mother. Wasn’t it?

‘I guess it was like she always saved the good stuff for you, Danny.’

I rolled Lou’s words around in my head, trying to make sense of them. Was it true? Had our mother treated us so differently? How would I not have noticed something like that? Then I remembered how easily I’d stopped noticing Lou when I’d wanted to.

I tried to dredge up an image of Lou snuggling with my mother on the sofa, watching television, whispering secrets, and I couldn’t. It seemed like I was never off my mother’s lap or out of her arms, though. Even when I got older, she’d grab me as I walked past and playfully pull me in to her, ruffling my hair and calling me her big baby boy. I’m sure most of my friends would have died if their mothers had done that, but I used to just lean back into her and think, Yes. Yes, I am.

I thought about the times my mother got out her old photo albums and called me to come and sit with her. ‘Danny, come look.’ We’d curl up like a couple of puzzle pieces with our hands on the crackly pages and work our way through countless photos of her as a teenager, on the beach, in cafes drinking hot chocolate, sitting on a car bonnet in her school uniform. Then a little older with a glass of wine in her hand, dressed up in shiny leggings, staring at the camera through blue and green and purple eyeshadow, in denim jackets and pyjamas, in black leather skirts and the highest of high red heels. And even though I knew exactly what she was going to say about every photo, almost word for word, I never tired of it.

‘That’s me when I was fifteen, Danny. Fifteen, can you imagine? That one’s us on the beach in Dorset. Just look at that gorgeous weather, will you?’ And I’d ask question after question. When did you go? What did you eat? Who’s that? What about him? Not until I’d squeezed every bit of information out of her would I slide my finger down to the next photo and the whole process would start again.

‘Tell me about this one, Mum,’ I’d say. Knowing full well the story behind the cowboy hat and tasselled boots she’d sported at the fancy-dress party where she’d met my father, also dressed (much more self-consciously) as a cowboy.

‘It was amazing, Danny,’ she’d say. ‘It was written in the stars, your father used to say. Meant to be.’ And she’d close her eyes for a second or two, as if she was trying to see her way through those dazzling stars to find the place it was written that her future was with a neat, kind, much older man whose only purpose in life was to love his family.

I remember thinking it was the most magical thing to be able to see your mother that way. Young. Fearless. Falling in love. Before she became a wife, a mother, and all the stuff that went along with that. And, if kneeling on the floor wrapping a gauze bandage around the mangled leg of my grown-up sister was the first time I’d thought about little Lou sidling up to try to get in on the action when we were looking at those albums, and Mum gently shooing her away as she hugged me closer, well, how could I be blamed? I was just a kid. I never knew where Lou went when she was shooed, because I’d never even thought about it. All I knew was that we were there. Me and my lovely mother.

Lou shifted her body slightly to take the weight off her cast. I’d been so deep in thought I’d almost forgotten she was there, but when she spoke again it was like she’d just paused for an in-breath.


‘She always loved you more, Danny, and I always knew that.’

As my centre of gravity shifted around the words, I realised I was closer to her than I’d thought and, as I nearly overbalanced again, our hands connected awkwardly. Without taking her eyes off me, Lou wrapped her fingers around mine and held on. My throat felt like I’d swallowed every grain of sand on Chesil Beach.

‘Lou . . .’ Longest beach in the country, according to George. Ah, Georgie, where are you now that my head really is in danger of exploding? Look what you’re missing. I could feel my breath cooling my lips as I silently opened and closed my mouth, and my sister pressed her fingers into my palm.

‘It’s OK, Danny. I didn’t mind.’ She smiled a long, sad smile. ‘I could see why.’

In the corner of the room, Gentleman twitched himself awake. He leaped up in surprise, taking the overhang of Laura Ashley sheet with him, and there was a high-pitched yelp as my tower of Walkers crisp boxes crashed to the floor.

 

Restacking the boxes gave me time to collect my thoughts and try to process what Lou had said. The thing is, as a kid I’d always accepted that Lou was the golden child; the special, long-awaited girl-shaped sun around which our family orbited. Because she really was all of that and more. And she made it impossible not to love her. But this older version of my sister had a completely different story from the one I’d carried with me all my life, so under the circumstances I wasn’t even that surprised at the symbolic avalanche of history. It seemed about right to me.

Even when I’d straightened the sheet back over the boxes and tea chests, I stayed, as I sometimes found Gentleman, facing the corner, silent and staring at nothing. I didn’t see any of that wonderful invisible stuff dogs see, but maybe those guys are on to something, because in that little moment I took, it dawned on me that it didn’t matter I had no idea what to say, because Lou just needed me to listen.

When I walked over and sat back down on the floor in front of her, I noticed a few tiny spots of blood seeping through the new layers of gauze on her leg wound. My fingers were itching to unwrap the bandages again and check on it, but Lou took a couple of shallow breaths and kept talking as if the box landslide hadn’t happened.

‘After Mum died, I remember thinking that even though it looked like you were still there, it was like she’d taken you with her. That me and Dad were the only ones left behind.’ Ah, the times I’d wished exactly that.

‘Do you remember her perfume? Miss Dior?’

I tried to nod, but just the mention of it sent a rush up my nostrils like snuff. That smell was such a powerful part of my memories of her; like her pale hazel eyes, or the tiny mole on her cheek, or the way she always pushed her hair to the left. If Monsieur Dior himself had come out and announced he’d created his signature scent with her in mind I’d have believed it, no questions asked. A few years ago, I was heading home to my bedsit in Kilburn in the middle of winter, covered in damp, grey dust from a building site, when I’d smelled it on an invisible commuter. I stayed on the Tube fifteen minutes past my stop to breathe it in, and when I woke up the next morning with a screaming hangover and no recollection of leaving the pub, that lingering aroma in my nostrils was all the excuse I’d needed to roll over and lose myself another job.

‘I kept that last bottle of perfume of hers for years,’ Lou said. ‘Eked it out, drop by drop, special occasions only.’ She rubbed a hand distractedly over the bandage on her leg and I willed her not to risk ruining my good work. ‘I never could work out why it didn’t smell quite the same on me though. It used to really bother me.’ I imagined her bumping the top off the scab. ‘Then once, at a staff Christmas party, one of the girls from Accounts got a bit tipsy and spilled her brandy and soda all over me. When I went into the toilets to dry my top off under the hand dryer, all of a sudden, Mum was back.’

I was a couple of seconds behind Lou’s words but she wasn’t waiting for me.

‘That day, Danny, in the car – me and Mum.’

I felt a rush of blood heading for my ears and then, as it passed, complete silence. I let out the breath I hadn’t even known I was holding and pushed down against the floor to get myself upright. Spaghetti arms, don’t fail me now.

‘Don’t, Lou.’

I heard it. I knew it had come from me. But it felt like someone else had control of my voice, my legs, my spaghetti arms. Doesn’t she know? someone else’s voice inside my head asked. After all this time, doesn’t she know that’s the one thing I can’t talk about? The day my mother should have been shopping for chops and frozen chips at Tesco, or getting her hair done, or cutting all the roses in the garden. Anything except driving back along the M25 in the rain with a stupid pair of ballet shoes for a girl who had every colour except pink.

Lou looked at me uncertainly, like she was deciding whether to retreat or plough on and risk it all, like little Lou would have done. She blinked and I was twenty-three years old and full of shit, saying the thing I didn’t take back. That I still hadn’t. I wondered for a second if she was there too, but then her shoulders slumped and something in her expression shifted. I saw that whatever she’d been going to say would stay unsaid. I’d won, and I realised with a strange lack of surprise that was how it had always been. The only way I could ever win against Lou was when she let me.

My sister inclined her head in an almost imperceptible nod and it kind of broke my heart.

Much later, after I’d tidied the dressings and antiseptic away in the hall cupboard and rinsed out the bowl, after I’d taken Gentleman for a long, silent walk around the park, and even after I’d spent two hours finally digging and planting a vegetable garden that’d make Monty Don do cartwheels, I still couldn’t forget that look on Lou’s face. It wasn’t disappointment, it was worse than that. It was acceptance. Acceptance of a man who still couldn’t do any better, despite sixteen long years, although also possibly because of them.

With shoes still on but a brief, comforting thought of heading to the pub abandoned, I lay on top of my bed and reached for the pile of letters on my milk crate table. I shuffled through them aimlessly, thinking about little Lou and my father and the smell of Miss Dior and brandy. And I wondered who my mother really was and who Lou had become because of it.











 



WILL

Dear Danny Mulberry, according to the newspaper you are a kind, wise and spiritual man. A good man, by their account – the accompanying photographic evidence notwithstanding, I can only assume. As those are all qualities I’ve realised I’m sadly lacking, I thought perhaps you might find it within you to share some of that wisdom, and perhaps even a smidgen of spirituality.

Today someone asked me a question. ‘Are you married?’ they said. It was only in passing, but for the first time in eighteen years, I hesitated. I think I am. I hope I am. But the truth is, I don’t know any more. You see, eighteen years ago, I married the most beautiful girl in the world, whose only fault was that she loved me blindly. And of course you’ll guess the punch line that I took advantage of the fact, so every other fault is mine.

I am the world’s biggest cliché, stumbling around in a well-kept middle-aged fool’s body. The fool who let a pretty face and some cheeky banter turn his head, and broke his family for the price of a few afternoons in an expensive hotel room. I’m that man. No doubt you’ve met me before. I know I have. I’ll spare us both the details, but rest assured there are many more clichés involved and there were many afternoons before that.

So now I can see the pretty face whenever I want in my expensive rented apartment. I don’t spend my weekends cleaning out the garage, or taking two boys to football training through the week. I don’t have to cheer from the sidelines and stop for chips on the way home. And I don’t have to take the bins out on a freezing Monday morning when I’ve forgotten to put them out on Sunday night. There are no bins at all to take out in my lovely new apartment, and even that rubbish chute hasn’t made me happy.

In short, I am a free agent and now, quite soon after, but also quite a bit too late, I can see that something I used to believe was one of my greatest strengths is in fact my greatest weakness. I never meant to hurt my wife (read that in your most clichéd voice, Mr Mulberry). Possibly you won’t believe it; I’m not sure I would. But it’s true, because what I did had nothing to do with her and everything to do with my own stupid ego. She didn’t even cross my mind. And what an irony it is that I now don’t seem able to think of anything but her.

I took something as precious as blind trust and turned it against her just because I could, and I deserve the guilt that keeps me up all hours of the night. I lie there (alone) and think about when I used to lie next to my wife, wishing I was somewhere else. And now that I am somewhere else, all I want is to be back in that warm space next to a good woman who married a bad man. It feels like I’m being whittled away from the inside out by all the guilt, like soon I’ll just be a brittle husk that’ll disintegrate in the first good wind. I’m just waiting out that breeze now. Almost looking forward to it.

How do I fix what I’ve done, Danny Mulberry? You with all your spiritual insight and wisdom? How do I live with this guilt? And, you’ll see through me I know, but really, what I’m asking is – is it fair to hope for forgiveness when you’ve done the unforgiveable?

Will, Finsbury Park

LET IT BREATHE, THEN LET IT GO

Dear Will, well, I don’t know if I’d call myself wise or even particularly spiritual (although I can promise I’m working on both), but if you want to talk about guilt, strap yourself in, I’m your man.

My story is very different from yours (and so is my guilt), but I can see some similarities as well, namely that what you thought was strength actually turned out to be weakness, and that you’ve discovered forgiveness is a pretty tough gig from both sides of the fence. If I really did have all the answers, I’d be a much better man than I am now, Will (and possibly being endorsed by The Times instead of the Double), but I do know one thing to be true: all guilt does is feed itself by eating you up, one internal organ at a time.

As I lay in bed last night thinking about your letter (take heart you’re not the only one not sleeping much these days, mate), I was reminded of something my father said to me once. By the way, he was someone who lived his entire life as a good man, something I’m yet to achieve, so when he talks, I listen. Still.

Back when I was about seventeen, I had a part-time job in a rec centre. One evening I had an argument with the guy I was on shift with over whose turn it was to clean the loos – which was a shit of a job, pardon the pun. It was definitely my turn, but I barefacedly lied to him and he eventually caved, because I’m a stubborn bastard, always was. So I got to go home early for the second time that week and he stayed to do the loos and lock up. The next day when I got to work everyone was standing around looking shell-shocked, and I found out some thugs had broken in the previous night to rob the weights equipment. They didn’t know the guy was still in there cleaning the toilets, and when he confronted them they beat the hell out of him with a twenty-pound dumbbell. He was in hospital for two weeks and I had to leave the job because I felt so guilty knowing it should have been me. I ended up admitting everything to my father, and after I told him what had happened, he thought about it long and hard. Even though I knew I wasn’t going to get a bollocking, because I never heard Dad raise his voice in his life, I was definitely not looking forward to what he was going to say, because I knew how disappointed he’d be and who could blame him? But here’s what he said, and I’ll try to be as accurate as possible because he was a far better man with words than me.


He said, ‘Guilt will destroy you if you let it, son, so you’ve just got to face it down. Apologise, acknowledge it, let it breathe, then let it go.’ (He also said he was extremely glad I hadn’t ended up in hospital with the hell beaten out of me.) It’s strange that it’s taken your letter to make me remember that conversation with my father, but maybe it’s due to the fact I didn’t actually take his advice. I spent the next few months lying very low, scared I was going to run into my old workmate. I never did, but I also never got to tell him how sorry I was and I never got to let it go.

I say, instead of being like me, Will (because frankly that’s no way to live), listen to the advice of a genuinely good man. Apologise, acknowledge it, let it breathe, then let it go. Let your wife’s weakness become your greatest strength. Trust yourself to do better. Try harder. And keep trying, mate. Because look, you might try for years and still never win her back, I don’t know. But if you let it breathe for long enough, maybe you will.

All the best in guilt-ridden solidarity,

Sincerely, Danny Mulberry
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Wolfie




Ray next door. Now there’s a thing.

Whenever I walked through Dom’s front gate the guy was there, hovering around with his camera or his aphid spray doing casual surveillance like I was about to rob the street blind. After that first heist I’d nabbed him with, he was back on his guard and had reverted to completely blanking my nods and ‘hey’s. Even when I went in with some hard eye contact a couple of times, old mate didn’t even blink.

Once when I got back to the house much later than usual it was starting to get dark, but there he was, camera lens aimed at something flapping away up on his guttering, pretending not to see me. I yelled out a sharp ‘Hi!’ to shock him into looking around at me, then did a quick tap dance on Danny’s graffiti and gave him a jazz hands finish. Nada.

Next day, he’s out the front as usual, but the only way I could have topped that would have been to levitate up to the roof and sit there with the birds, blowing raspberries at him. I’d had kind of a rough afternoon, so I put my head down and walked past. This round’s yours, Ray.

Then he nods.


‘Hello,’ he says.

Jesucristo I’m dead, I thought. Welcome to the neighbourhood. I played it cool and nodded back, no smile. But then I decided to push my luck because I ams what I ams, and I’m not even sure why I want to crack the crusty old dude, but I do.

‘Nice camera.’

‘Pfft. What does a kid like you know about cameras?’

We had a bit of a standoff and then I said, well, actually, quite a bit because we just did two terms of photography for art. Then he put the camera up to his eye and pointed it at me without taking a shot and went, ‘Art, schmart,’ and it was so not what I was expecting that I burst out laughing. Which was a bit of a surprise after the afternoon I already mentioned.

After that, every time I walked past he seemed to have something to pull out from behind the hedge to show me, like that’s where everyone keeps their interesting stuff. One time it was an old Kodak Brownie that had belonged to his father, then a pair of vintage binoculars in a leather case that looked even older, then a book on the history of Hampstead and Belsize Park. That last one didn’t seem so interesting at first, but when I had a flick through it I changed my tune, which I could tell he liked. Not big on the verbal, old Ray, but his face says it all.

I see him now from the top of the road as soon as I come around the corner, and I swear it looks like he’s waiting for me. Before I’m even close enough to say hi or hey, he pulls a magazine out of his hedge and waves me down. Like I wasn’t going to stop anyway. Because it’s weird, but I think I’ve been waiting for him, too. He hands the magazine over and it’s already open at a glossy half-page photo.

‘One of mine. January edition of Birdwatch a couple of years ago.’

It’s a brilliant photo, to be fair. Every feather on the little grey and pink bird is perfectly in focus and it’s looking straight down the barrel like it’s posing, just for Ray. I suddenly remember the detail in that picture of Danny in the Double and think, No wonder.


‘Wow. That’s cool. What is it?’ I actually want to know. Again, surprising.

‘Bullfinch. Male.’

We talk about photography for a couple of minutes, and I impress him with my knowledge of F-stops and shutter speeds and resist the urge to say I told him so. It’s the first time he’s looked back at me properly, and it’s so much better than an OAP smile under duress. I run out of things I know about his specialist subject and I scramble for something else to talk about.

‘How come you chucked out those armchairs, if you like old stuff so much?’

He looks a bit thrown at the change of topic, but recovers quickly.

‘Marie Kondo.’ This guy might be funnier than he looks.

He tells me his parents sat opposite each other in those armchairs for more than fifty years in the front room of this very house, but then things went pear-shaped with dust mites and asthma and bloody velvet shedding. Whatever that is.

‘Wore right through the fabric in the back, kept losing things down it. Nothing but a bloody nuisance in the end. Got a John Lewis recliner now.’

‘What about the second one?’

He blows out his lips and makes a long pfft sound, but I catch a bit of a smile. He doesn’t answer the question.

‘That your mother, with the broken legs?’

‘Yes. One broken, one mangled. And by the way, that photo you took of my . . . of Danny has had some pretty wild ramifications.’

I give him the sanitised version of how Lou and I have ended up in Belsize Park with Dom and my uncle. And while I’m talking, I’m thinking about how I saw Danny and Lou this morning, sitting opposite each other in those armchairs exactly like Ray’s mother and father did for fifty years, and how weird that is. But if you believe in the universe and what will be will be and all that stuff like Lou does, maybe not.


Ray looks up at the sky and says nothing for about thirty seconds, and then he turns back and eyeballs me, full on.

‘All’s well that ends well then, I suppose,’ he says. I look hard back at him and I think, Well, how about that. You like me, Ray.

When I smile at him (a proper one, no ulterior motives), he looks away and pretends to be fiddling with his camera dials, then lets out a very soft pfft.

Ray feels like an achievement that’s all mine and I don’t want to let it go.

‘Pfft to you too, Ray.’

For some reason, it feels good to have this small secret in my back pocket when I push open the door and hear my uncle’s voice down in Lou’s room.
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Danny




Those letters had got me good.

The more time I spent wrestling with the tangle of words and emotions needed to come up with the right thing to say to all those strangers, the more important they’d become to me. Because in the search for the kindest and most decent way to help them, the voice of encouragement and wisdom I’d heard most often in my head was my father’s. And the strangest thing was how clear it was, how real, even more than when he was alive, because now I was really listening.

The surprise of that had come gently and beautifully very early one morning, when I’d woken in the dark, still too early to give Gentleman a nudge. I think the old boy had grudgingly come to enjoy our dawn walks as much as me, but I didn’t want to push my luck, so I made myself a cup of tea and sat down on the bed to read a letter.

When I’d finished, instead of the usual twenty-minute mind wander, followed by half an hour of procrastination and another hour of thinking time, I reached for my pen straight away. I started jotting down phrases, words, half-paragraphs, snatches of ideas, until without even thinking I had almost four pages of notes.


I swigged the cold dregs from my mug and read through the surprisingly articulate musings. The writing was peppered with humour and warmth and even, I fancied, a touch of wisdom. And as I gradually realised just how much of my messy, impatient scrawl had been guided by the tender hand of a man I thought I’d wasted, I couldn’t help but feel grateful that these letters, these strangers, were giving me a second chance with him.

 

My old man died well and quietly, just as he’d lived. Sitting in his favourite comfy chair with a still-warm cup of tea and an untouched piece of buttered banana cake that he’d made himself that very morning beside him. I always felt a bit sad that he hadn’t got to enjoy that last little treat. The kitchen was spotless, though, which kind of summed him up.

His cleaner, Glenda, who’d let herself in at eleven as usual, said that when she’d poked her head into the front room she thought he was just sleeping. People always say that, don’t they? ‘He looked like he was sleeping peacefully.’ Maybe it’s a way of trying to make ourselves feel better about death, by making out it’s just a big old extended kip with no alarm clock at the end of it. Happy days.

But actually, my dad really did look like he was catching a snooze, not at all like his lovely massive old ticker had just given up the ghost with no warning. I know that because Glenda took a photograph of him after she’d tiptoed around, dusting as quietly as she could for half an hour before realising that something was up. She told me that when her own mother had died, because she lived in Sunderland, the first time she’d seen her in six months was lying in a coffin wearing cinnamon-coloured lipstick. She looked so unlike herself (a stickler for coral shades, apparently) that Glenda had always regretted missing her chance for one last look at her ‘real’ mum.


And so, to honour this good and kind man (‘such manners, you’d think I was the queen, not the cleaner’) in the only way she could, she made us a memory while he still looked like himself. When she handed it to me uncertainly, I remember staring at that photo and thinking it might have been possible to fall in love with Glenda if I’d been born about forty years earlier. Or even right then.

I really hope Dad did shuffle off this old mortal coil thinking he was just closing his eyes for a nod before starting on his banana cake, but there’s always been a part of me that thinks he might just have got sick of waiting for me to clean the gutters in his bungalow, after a full year of asking. Fair play, Dad, you finally got my attention. Nobody could work out why, the day after he died, I was up on the roof with an old straw broom and a plastic scoop when it was a rented house and we were going to have to hand the keys back anyhow. It took me an hour to clean them and another three down at the pub getting drunk when I realised how easy it would have been to make my father happy.

It wasn’t entirely unexpected, though, losing a second parent. Not like the first time. Being twenty-five years older than Mum, it had probably never crossed my dad’s mind that she’d go first and leave him with a couple of kids to raise, but he did a mighty job with what he had. And I see that now. As soon as my mother died, I’d got busy hanging out with the wrong people, discovering girls, drinking and styling my hair to perfection, but I always came home to Dad’s cups of tea and sympathy. He seemed quite perplexed by it all really, particularly the hair, but he got on with feeding and clothing me and being there to pick up the considerable pieces, when needed.

Lou, though. The determination with which she tried to carry on like things were the same was impressive. She still followed me around with a dogged stubbornness, trying to make me notice her, but she hung back slightly – knowing somehow that something had changed. I’d changed. Her neediness, which used to make me feel quite proud, just made me angry and, even though I disguised it well, my behaviour went far beyond that of a teenage kid trying to shake off his annoying little sister.

Because no matter how many times I told myself my mother’s death was nobody’s fault, that the crash that killed her was entirely down to bad weather and bad luck, the nasty little ever-present voice at my shoulder disagreed.

Whenever I saw Lou coming towards me, I’d move away or change direction, so the hand that always seemed to be reaching for mine would miss. Sometimes I’d feel a brush as I veered left or right, and I’d feel a pang of guilt that I became very good at ignoring.

‘Danny, Danny, wait for me.’

I’d pretend not to hear as I jogged out of the door and up the street to nowhere without looking back. Sometimes she followed, but I knew when she got to the corner she’d stop and watch me until I disappeared before walking the twenty metres back home. Because no going past the corner was the rule and – to her downfall – for all that guts and determination, Lou played by the rules.

But while I spent all those years dodging her, Lou grew up anyway. She was eighteen and living away from home at university in Bath when Dad died. I hadn’t seen her for about five months, because whenever she’d come home to visit I always made sure I was too busy with my own life – drinking and smoking as much as I could, and working at various part-time jobs as little as I could – to make time to come the ten minutes down the road from my flat-share to Dad’s for a family dinner.

When I did see her, the day before Dad’s funeral, which we (mainly she) had organised sadly and awkwardly by phone, I remember being surprised at how much she’d changed in those few months. Her face was thinner and much more like my mother’s than I’d remembered, and I thought, How dare you, before realising it had probably happened a long time before that and I just hadn’t been looking.


I’m not using any of that stuff as an excuse for what happened, but everyone has their Waterloo and I’m ashamed to say I met mine in spectacular form at my father’s final send-off. After ten years of holding something so shameful in so tight, so carefully, it was probably always doomed to explode like a drum full of pigeons on that very shitty day, with way too many beers under my belt and the stars precisely aligned. What I’m saying is that it wasn’t premeditated. But then the best disasters rarely are.

Lou got to the wake late because she’d had to stay back and take care of the cash donation to the minister, something I’d completely overlooked, of course. When she walked into the old man’s bar at my father’s local, I was talking to his sweet ninety-five-year-old neighbour, and Lou came straight over and stood at my elbow, very close. It was probably pure habit that made me deliberately lean away from her and into the familiar feeling of annoyance that welled in my guts. But I was already four pints to the wind and decisions were starting to make themselves.

A couple of Dad’s bridge club mates shuffled over to us, murmuring condolences, and during the small talk Lou tried again, reaching over to gently touch my arm. This time I shrugged her off more forcefully and I felt her hot, hurt feelings seep into the space between us. When I glanced at her sideways, the girl trapped in the corner of my eye was eight, and I was thirteen and sullen as an arse. Time hadn’t made a dent in the grudge that nobody knew about except me.

After the motley crew who’d come to pay their respects to Dad had finished the soggy sandwiches and warm wine and started drifting away, Lou tried for a third time. It was nothing more than a tentative touch on my arm, but by then I was in full sail and the trade winds were at my back.

I can’t remember most of what my sister said to me, interspersed with nods and thank yous as people left, but I think there was talk of headstones and ashes and clearing out Dad’s house. I do remember her putting her hands on my shoulders and giving me a shake, as I leaned back and squinted at her through a pair of belligerent, pissed-up eyes.

‘It’s just you and me now, Danny. We’re all we’ve got. We’re the last of the Mulberrys, and I’m sorry if you don’t like that, but it’s the truth.’

It was a shame I hadn’t listened more closely to whatever had come before that, but the beer I’d been barrelling down my throat for the past few hours finally reached its critical mass at the very same time I thought, Well, maybe the truth is just what the doctor ordered.

With a full tank on board, I was under the influence of the theory that things are Meant To Be, with capitals, and that there are certain moments in life that are never not going to happen. Who was Danny Mulberry to get in the way of the universe? (For a short time afterwards, telling myself that, and referring to myself in the third person like it was some other troublesome relative who’d fucked up so royally, made me feel slightly better.) I should probably mention that at the time I also fancied myself to be relatively sober, which of course was a direct symptom of being entirely the opposite.

‘The last of the Mulberrys.’ I could feel the nasty tone in my voice gathering its forces, reshaping the words into spit and spite. ‘Yeah, well. Whose fucking fault is that, Lou?’

I remember the stunned look on Lou’s face, and the way her hands flew up and waved aimlessly in the air for a few seconds like they didn’t know where to go.

‘What? Whose fault? What do you mean?’ There was genuine confusion in her face as she struggled to understand what was going on. ‘It’s nobody’s fault, Danny. That’s not what I’m saying. I just mean we—’

I grabbed one of her flailing hands and pulled down roughly, sloshing my pint all over the floor, and both of us. ‘It’s totally someone’s fault, Lou.’


I remember a distortion of white and purple noise as a roar of faceless voices in my head started shouting, Stop, stop now! Abort mission! Ah, but I couldn’t. I wouldn’t. I didn’t. Because I was full of beer and grief and that thing that had been festering inside me for more than a decade. Someone tried to take the half-empty pint glass out of my hand, and I shrugged them off roughly. I still wince at the possibility it was that lovely ninety-five-year-old lady, but I wince more at the memory of the words that came next, seasoned with bile from the drunkest man on the planet.

‘It’s your fault, Lou. It’s your fault. Mum would still be here if it wasn’t for you and those—’ I had to stop and have another go, as the words slurred over my lips. ‘Those fucking shoes. It’s your. Fucking. Fault. Lou.’

My beer-holding arm made an involuntary arc and the remainder of the pint went north before heading south, over my shoes and a few of the remaining guests. Later, I’d wondered if it was my body having one last try to say, Whoa, idiot, this isn’t good, maybe we need to step in here. Catch them, catch those words before it’s too late.

But nobody caught them. The silence rolled over that bar like a London pea-souper and, as the weight of my words settled, there was nobody more shocked than me that I’d finally gone and accused my sister of being to blame for my mother’s death. And I say that hand on heart.

There was even a moment as I stood there staring at Lou’s slack jaw and agonised face that I thought maybe it really hadn’t been me. I flung my head drunkenly around and looked behind me just in case, but the sparse semi-circle of aghast faces and hands frozen halfway to mouths left me in no doubt. And after saying the thing that couldn’t be unsaid, I felt a strange calmness.

Naturally, I carried on drinking, because that was what Danny Mulberry did when things got tough, especially back then. I sat on my own in the corner of a strange pub and quickly and deliberately finished myself off.

She found me, though, my sister. Even after what I’d said, she still came looking, because she was Lou and because we were all each other had. And when she followed me out, head down and teary, of course I should have apologised in that grimy pub car park. Been a bigger person, an older brother, a better man. But most likely precisely because I am a man, with all the stubbornness and pig-headedness of a million men before me, when my sister stood in front of me, hands clenched at her sides, I pushed my own hands deep into the pockets of my jeans, so deep I could have touched my own toes if I hadn’t been so drunk, and I walked away.

In doing that, I broke all three of my mother’s golden rules, which she’d so painstakingly instilled in me, in one blaze of glory. I wasn’t a gentleman, I wasn’t kind, and I didn’t take care with a woman’s heart. And my mother was right again, because the consequences of not being a good man were exactly as bad as she’d hinted they’d be.

I couldn’t possibly have known that the last time I saw Lou was the last time I’d see her for sixteen years. No way was I that smart. But even though her initial absence took very little getting used to – weeks turned into months turned into years, became a habit – I never managed to completely forget I had a sister. And every so often, when I’d feel someone jostling at my elbow on the Tube or in the pub, for a split second something would go off in my head, and I could never help but turn around and look down.

More than once, I’ve wondered if the two missing women from my past have anything to do with the way so many women go missing in my present. And of course they bloody do.











 



MS HARRIET MOTWELL

Dear Mr Mulberry, no doubt you’re used to people asking for advice, but from the outset let me tell you I don’t have any expectations of an answer from you – either physically or existentially. I am writing for entirely selfish reasons in the hopes that somehow it may, for once in my life, be the right thing to do. I appear to have made a lot of mistakes, despite a long and illustrious career dedicated to excellence, so I am attempting something different.

When I saw your picture in the paper, it struck me immediately that you are a man who lives life with gusto and doesn’t leave a wasted minute by the wayside. Chutzpah, my mother would have called it, if she’d been around to see that photo of you. For that I am truly envious, because I myself have most certainly been wasteful. I’ve wasted so much of my life and I continue on my merry way doing so.

You might not think it immediately if you saw me, because from the outside I look like a very successful woman. Important job, serviceable looks, luxurious amount of money in the bank. There’s no need to go into depth, but you can take it as read that I’ve risen to the highest echelons of a career I regret, I live alone in a too-big house with a too-big garden I regret, and I drive a very expensive, politically correct car that I thoroughly regret. (By the way, don’t ever let yourself get talked into a Model 3 Tesla unless you have a degree in IT.)

I’ll be retiring next year and when I look back, as I’m sure I’ll be expected to, with a PowerPoint presentation at an expensive dinner paid for by the company, I’ll have to finally face up to the thing I’ve managed to stay one step ahead of all these years. That I once had dreams. Real dreams of things I wanted to do, words I wanted to say, the person I wanted to be. But there was always an alternative and I always took it. To not do or say those things, not be that person – in short, to ignore my dreams and settle for the life laid out in front of me. The road most travelled.


But now I’m angry about the lateness of it all, Mr Mulberry, if you can understand what I mean. The irony is that I’m never late for a meeting, never been a minute late for work or an appointment with my accountant or hairdresser, and yet . . .

All my life I’ve told myself (and been told) that there were plenty of opportunities, plenty more fish in the sea, plenty of time for babies, plenty of good reasons to put off that holiday. But recently I’ve started to see very clearly how late it’s getting. I sit on the toilet in the morning (excuse me, but I do) and imagine myself writing all my regrets on the roll of paper and flushing them away. Releasing them, waving them goodbye like I imagine someone of your enlightened ilk might suggest. The idea has merit, I think (use it if you like; thirty-five years in advertising is a hard habit to kick), but I fear my premium, quilted four-ply wouldn’t cut it, because I’d need an industrial-length roll to fit on all my regrets. And what then, anyhow? Sometimes it feels like the only reason I’m still here is because of some bad joke by the universe to make sure I live long enough to regret the last thing I do. Whatever it may be.

Is there a word, Mr Mulberry, that is the exact opposite of regret? Because I suppose, to tell the truth, that’s the thing I’m looking for help with. And if there is, and if you might care to share it, perhaps this letter will be the one thing I have done that I won’t regret.

Yours (possibly regretfully),

Ms Harriet Motwell, Leatherhead

YOU CAN’T UNRING A BELL

Dear Ms Motwell, I want you to know I’ve thought very long and very hard about your letter because, contrary to what you have assumed, until very recently there’s never been anyone queuing up for my advice. At least not for anything meaningful. I don’t think Tiny John from down the pub asking if he should get Kanye West’s face tattooed on the back of his head counts. (Particularly as I didn’t give my response the consideration I now realise it probably deserved. Although that tattoo is quite something, let me tell you.)

But like I said, long and hard this time, I give you my word. Funnily enough, when I read your letter, I remembered something that happened to me once when I was very young, maybe eight or nine. (Although, to be fair, more and more these days I seem to be reverting to my youth to find answers to life’s questions and I’ve just thought: wouldn’t it be funny if they were there all along?) Anyway, there was a craze going around my school called Swapsie Roulette, where you’d wrap up some item of value in newspaper and throw it in a pile with other kids’ wrapped-in-newspaper items, then pick out a blind trade. Some of the bigger boys kept trying to convince me to play, but the only thing I had to swap was my newish Swatch watch. (And only now that I’m telling this story do I realise they probably planned to totally shaft me all along.) They gave me such a hard time that in the end, I went around the corner with a piece of newspaper, wrapped up my watch, and came back and put it on the pile.

When the time came to pick out our mystery swaps, I picked up a lumpy-looking package that I hoped might be something of equal value to my watch. Like another watch. But when I unwrapped it, it was a poxy cricket ball covered in blue tape and wrapped in a load of bubble wrap. I spent the rest of the lunch break in a state of shock, and when the bell rang to go back to class, the school gardener found me crying behind the sports equipment shed. He listened very sympathetically while I told him what had happened, and when I finished snivelling he said, ‘So it’s gone, eh, your watch?’ Yes, I said, indeed it was gone, last seen decorating the wrist of some year six kid laughing all the way to the bank. I was hoping he’d suggest going to the head together to make the boy give it back, but he just shrugged and patted me on the shoulder. Then he said, ‘Well, you can’t unring a bell, son,’ and walked away to move the sprinklers.

I went into a deep decline because I’d loved that watch and saved about six months’ pocket money to buy it. But two weeks later, when I could finally bring myself to actually look at the cricket ball, I peeled off all the blue tape and underneath was the Holy Grail of signatures (so I discovered), Phil Tufnell, which actually became the start of a pretty wonderful obsession that enriched my life a whole lot more than a stupid plastic watch.

What I’m trying to say is that there wouldn’t be anybody on the planet that doesn’t have some regrets. But, like the man said, you can’t unring a bell, so you might as well stop wishing for a life without regret and just make a life with it. (You can use that if you like, because it’s taken me thirty-nine years to kick that habit!)

The truth is, Harriet, no matter how rich or poor or smart or dumb we are, whatever job we do, however much we own, whatever we owe, at the end of the day we’ve all got exactly the same thing. Every one of us has got the rest of our lives ahead of us – and whether that’s fifty years or fifteen minutes really isn’t up to us. We can’t change the life we’ve already spent, so it’s what we choose to do with the rest of it that counts, I reckon.

Yours from the belltower,

Sincerely, Danny Mulberry

P.S. I nearly forgot. I looked it up and the best opposite to ‘regret’ I could find is ‘satisfaction’ or ‘happiness’. But if you want my version it’d be ‘just get on with living’.
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Wolfie




I hear them laughing the minute I put the key in the door and, just for a split second, I consider turning around, running back up Glenmore Road and not looking back.

Apparently Ray and I are friends now, so getting through the front gate takes a while these days. We were so long chatting, Gentleman sniffed something was up and came down the side for a look-see, which led to a ten-minute story about Ray’s fox terrier, Inga, who he’d rescued from Battersea Dog’s Home and lived to the ripe old age of fifteen. Gone now. I filed that under ‘dogs’ in common ground and thought, There might be hope yet for Danny and Ray.

Gentleman’s leaning politely against my leg now, waiting to escort me in, and he looks up when I hesitate. What’s the hold-up, kid? There’s another burst of laughter and he’s probably regretting having chosen Ray and me over whatever’s going on in there. I push the door, and he sidles in front of me and trots off towards the kitchen. Just before he gets there, he stops, turns around and waits. He’s a bit like George – getting harder to resist every day.

I stand in the hallway and watch them for a minute through the gap between the door and the frame with my hand resting on Gentleman’s warm head. He looks up at me again like, I’m not going to grass you up, but let’s get this show on the road. They’re all in there. Dom’s crouching down in front of the fridge rummaging in the crisper for something, and George is sitting at the kitchen table next to Lou. Their heads are bent very close together and he’s showing her something in one of his school books. She’s perched sideways on a chair with her cast balancing on the little stool and the other leg resting easily, foot flat to the floor. It’s got a bright white new bandage on, but it’s no longer criss-crossed all the way up; it only covers the mid-section of her calf and I think, When did that happen?

Danny’s leaning against the sink with a cuppa – definitely tea, because it’s after 10 a.m. and the guy has rules. He’s wearing a short-sleeved T-shirt and it’s the first time I’ve seen the small tattoo on the top of his arm. I can’t make out what it is, and I suddenly remember the time Lou and I had our first and only real stand-up fight, when I was about eleven and I genuinely couldn’t believe she wouldn’t consider my request to get a tattoo. We didn’t talk for a whole day, then that night she came into my room where I was lying with my face to the wall, still white-hot furious. She put her hand on the back of my head and said, ‘Wolfie, don’t go to sleep angry because things can happen.’ Then she told my stubborn back that she loved me madly. Quite madly, is what she said, and I missed her face so much I turned around, and that was that for the argument. But not the tattoo. It’s happening one day.

I watch Lou’s face through the gap, talking and laughing with George, glancing over every now and again to Dom or Danny, smiling at their banter. She looks happy. She’s happy, I think, and it’s nothing to do with me.

Imagine if I’ve been slogging away for years and it turned out all she needed was a change of scenery. Imagine that. I lift my hand from Gentleman’s head and enough is enough. He takes off from a standing start and skids into the kitchen. Game on.


‘Yay, Wolfie’s home! Guess what? Dad’s making shepherd’s pie! It’s my favourite, and guess what? It’s Lou’s favourite too! Did you have fun at school? Are you going to be receiving today, Wolfie?’

Loud and clear, George.

 

Later, when everyone’s in bed, I creep downstairs to Lou’s room. Just to check. When I push open the door, she’s asleep with her bedside lamp still on. Not in the scrunched-up foetal position she melts into on her sofa holidays; on her back, one arm flung out wide on the bed, head turned away from the light.

I watch her sleeping and remember how happy she’d looked surrounded by people that aren’t me. I think of other times I’ve stood in doorways in the dark, counting to the rhythm of my mother’s sleep, and involuntarily catch my breath. Be careful what you wish for. I swallow numbers back down my pinhole throat and exhale. Because I did this. Three, two, one. Welcome to Ground Zero.

I miss her face, and I wish she’d wake up and turn around, just for a second.

I love her, quite madly.
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Danny




‘Did you know more than 1300 planes fly in and out of Heathrow every day?’

‘Really? You been counting?’ Lou spent so much time with her head back looking up at the sky I wouldn’t have been surprised.

‘Funny. No, George told me. But he also told me Buzz Lightyear keeps a spare spaceship in the Qantas hangar, so it might need verifying.’

During our daily armchair rendezvous on the patio, Lou and I had graduated to something that wasn’t exactly breezy chat, but was so much more than polite small talk. Even when I brushed shoulders with the ghosts of my mother or father in something she said, the recognition felt more like nostalgia than stone-cold fear now. It wasn’t everything, but it felt like quite a lot. And it felt OK.

There were definitely things going on in my brain with no conscious input from me, though, because whenever I was around Lou or Wolfie, I’d feel my back instinctively straighten and the muscles in my face rearrange themselves to attention. I’d clear my throat and try to say something witty, or verging on intelligent, and then feel a warmth spread in my chest when they’d smile. Even a half-smile from Wolfie felt like a win, and that’s mostly what I got.


I found myself being regularly and – big surprise here – contentedly drawn back to memories of my childhood as I tried to nut out some helpful words of wisdom in response to the letters. Instead of turning tail, I allowed myself to mull them over and gave them room to settle, which was strangely calming after all those years I’d spent working so hard to do the opposite. And, spiritual fraud or not, I knew enough to realise that my newfound sense of surrender had everything to do with facing up to that other stranger. The one I’d thought was gone for ever. Danny Mulberry, brother. Son.

‘Imagine all the places they’re going, those people flying around the sky.’

With the mid-morning sun on her face, staring up at the clouds, Lou looked like something Michelangelo might have carved and forgotten. Suddenly, and very unexpectedly, I didn’t want to talk about other people flying around the sky, or think about other people’s problems.

‘Hey, Lou . . .’ I leaned across and touched her arm. She twitched slightly.

‘What?’

‘Sorry. Listen, can you . . . I mean probably not, but do you remember that time I lost you? You were about four and I was supposed to be looking after you while Mum—’ I stopped, recalling that hadn’t been the first time I’d been in charge of my sister while my mother had a little lie-down in the middle of the day smelling like Miss Dior and something else. I shook my head and tried again.

‘Joe Fletcher and I had a big fight in the middle of the street, and he threw my cricket ball into the drain. Do you remember?’ Lou frowned, clearly not remembering. ‘By the time I gave up trying to get the ball out, you’d disappeared. Run off down the street. Any of this coming back to you?’

‘I don’t think so, no. Sorry. How come?’


I hesitated, because if she had no memory of it, was there any point even bringing it up? I could dodge it, bury it back where I’d been keeping it, forget it ever happened. But then I thought, maybe that was exactly the point.

‘Well, the thing is, I was so furious at Joe and so pissed off at losing that ball, I kind of . . . no, I definitely told you to get lost. And you did. I lost you. I was so shit-scared when I realised, and all the time I was running around like a mad thing trying to find you I was thinking, what if something’s happened, what if someone’s taken her, what if she’s been run over?’

I glanced over at Lou, but she looked like she was still trying very hard to recall the incident, so with any luck she hadn’t noticed my ill-chosen words.

‘Anyway, when I eventually found you, I was so relieved I made a promise to myself that I’d never let that happen again. That I’d be a better brother and I’d always make sure I looked after you and kept you safe.’

I took a deep breath. Here it comes, the perfect in, the segue of all segues. But I did, Lou. I did lose you again and I’m so sorry. I’m sorry for what I said to you that day, I’m sorry for not being a better brother, a better man. For not calling you the week, the month, the year, a kid’s whole lifetime after. I’m sorry it took a stupid picture in the paper to get you back. I’m just so, so sorry about it all.

Yeah, that sounded pretty good. Go for it, Mulberry.

‘Lou, I—’

‘Wait, Danny. Hang on a sec.’ She sat up straight and her face was full of life. ‘That day you’re talking about, after the fight with Joe Fletcher, did you make me a Hobnob Happy Pie?’

I hadn’t thought of our famous family cure-all concoction of biscuits, ice cream, chocolate syrup and bananas – which got an airing for special occasions, broken limbs or bad days at school – for years, but now my mouth was almost watering at the memory.


‘Um, yeah, maybe. Actually, yes. I think I was bribing you not to tell Mum and Dad I’d let you run off.’

Lou’s burst of laughter hit me like a whip crack.

‘Oh my god, Danny. I absolutely remember that day. It was just you and me on our own for hours, wasn’t it? Dad was at work, Mum was in bed, you made me pancakes for breakfast, and then played Barbie with me until that Joe Fletcher kid came over.’ Lou talked fast, like she needed to get the memory out before it disappeared again. ‘I remember you two yelling at each other in the street and then . . . wait.’ She paused, trying to catch hold of something on its way through. ‘Did I . . . did I call him something bad?’

‘Dumb bum glass hole, or words to that effect, I believe. Quite insightful as it turned out.’ I wanted Lou to laugh again, but she didn’t.

‘Hobnob Happy Pies. God, Danny, I’d totally forgotten about them. Remember Mum used to say they were magical? That whatever the world threw at you would just bounce off if you had a Hobnob Happy Pie inside you?’

I had a sudden vision of my mother and Lou driving along the M25 in the rain eating Hobnob Happy Pies, and I wondered if it would have made a difference.

‘It’s weird, though, I don’t remember running off.’

‘Yeah, well, apparently you were on your way to buy me a new cricket ball.’

‘What? Was I?’ Lou’s sharp tone made me look up, and she was staring at me with an odd expression.

‘Well, that’s what you told me. You probably would have bloody found one too if I hadn’t caught up with you.’

‘Yeah, well, I think we all knew how much you loved your cricket.’ Lou closed her eyes for just a little bit too long for a blink, but when she opened them again whatever that look had been was gone, and she laughed.


‘Mad for it, weren’t you?’

‘Bonkers.’ I laughed too, at the seriousness of youth and how something as small as a cricket ball can carry so much weight when you’re a kid. But I didn’t care, because at that moment it felt wonderfully and brilliantly close to banter.

‘It’s funny the things we remember, isn’t it? And the things we forget.’

Lou shook her head slowly, like it really was merely an amusement that we could have such different memories of the same day. Not something to hang your hat on; almost your entire life on.

‘Don’t worry about it though, Danny, honestly. It doesn’t matter because you didn’t really lose me, did you? You just let me go for a minute, that’s all.’

It felt like a couple of hours, but my sensible head tells me it was more likely that only a couple of minutes passed while we basked in our own thoughts. I was mostly replaying Lou’s last sentence, but those Hobnob Happy Pies definitely made an appearance too. It was probably them that lulled me off guard.

‘Danny, can we talk about something?’

Aha, so here it is, I thought with a lurch. That’s what that look had been. Because she’s smart, my sister, always was. Hit ’em with the old one-two. You didn’t lose me, but you lost me. It doesn’t matter, but it matters. You’re an angel, you’re an arsehole. Maybe she couldn’t remember the first time I lost her, but she could sure as hell remember the second, and here’s where I get my comeuppance. You watching, Ray?

I straightened the letters on my lap and wondered what those people would think if they knew what I’d said, what I’d done. Who I really was. Because the thing was, when I searched my brain for the sage words to offer comfort, a shoulder to cry on, some kind-hearted wisdom, it was weird that sometimes I had to remind myself I was only a fraud. Because I felt like I might be doing OK.


I didn’t hold out much hope that anything I said to Lou would be able to excuse a sixteen-year absence and half a lifetime of bad behaviour, but I did know a thing or two about getting on the front foot, thanks to Phil Tufnell and Co. Deep breath and batter up, Mulberry.

I’d hesitated a split second too long, though, and isn’t that just the story of my life. My sister gestured to her legs. ‘It’s just I really want . . . I need to tell you something. About all this.’

The leg cast was looking quite a bit the worse for wear these days. The plaster was fraying in places and there were tufts of cotton-wool wadding sticking out around her toes. The artwork was also getting more and more prolific by the day. Underneath Wolfie’s impressive abstract doodles and skull and crossbones, George had contributed To infitiny and beyond, and Dom’s neatly printed Rise up and walk (but only when you’re ready) was now offset by an extra smiley smiley face. My pathetic Get well soon, which I’d finally scrawled self-consciously one day after I’d finished changing her dressings, looked woefully inadequate.

But what did Lou need to tell me about the cast? Did she want me to have another go at some artwork? This time with effort, Danny! Did she need me to expand my medical skills and check on the fracture? Had I missed something while I was so focused on the other leg?

‘I haven’t been entirely honest about things. Not even to Wolfie. I didn’t . . . I couldn’t tell you at first because I . . . well, I couldn’t really think about it myself for a while. But then when I could, it never seemed like the right time. And so I just didn’t.’ Lou splayed her hands and shrugged. ‘But Dom says . . . Well, he thinks I should. And I think maybe I can, now.’

That worried me, because if Dom was involved, maybe I really had messed something up while I was supposed to be looking after Lou’s injuries.


‘A Tesco van is a pretty big target, Danny. Easy to see and also pretty easy to miss, is what I mean.’ Now I was just confused. How had the conversation flipped to Tesco vans? This was shaping up to be a bit of a sticky wicket.

‘I saw that thing coming from half a block away. I had time, Danny.’ I was vaguely aware I was staring at my sister like some kind of lunatic, and it was probably time to blink.

‘What I’m saying is, I think I could have. Missed it, I mean. But I didn’t. I didn’t even try.’

Batter down.
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Danny




When someone tells you they’ve deliberately ridden a moped into a four-tonne Tesco truck, I think you’d be excused if you needed a minute.

I did have form for getting the complete wrong end of the stick on many occasions, so I cut myself a few seconds of slack. But when I was able to bring myself to look at Lou again, I knew I hadn’t misheard.

Her arms were crossed loosely over her chest and I was lined up in a steady gaze. I was very consciously trying to compartmentalise the babble in my brain (thanks to Nature, Nurture and Nachos, which I’d picked up again a few nights before and not put down until the last page at 3 a.m.), but in amongst the mess, what Lou had said stood out like a hat on a cow. I knew I should say something, but things were quite sparse up there in the department of replies. The progress Lou and I had made over the past month (even the past hour) felt like it had been knocked out of alignment. Apples were oranges, aces were low, black and white were grey. This.

In my head a succession of memories peeled back the years. My sister. Six years old. Four years old. Two. A day. The face that said I love you, I know you, I trust you, you can fix anything. You’re the guy that fights for me. And it had been true, because I’d fought for her since the day I met her. But now here she was, telling me . . . this. As if I was somehow equipped to be able to defend her now. Against herself?

Lou uncrossed her arms and made a steeple from her hands. Just for a moment she rested her forehead on it.

‘I think I lost my head, Danny.’ She raised her face and took a deep breath in. ‘I don’t even know how to explain it. It was just for a split second. I felt . . . God, I don’t know, properly mad or something. Everything felt so bloody hard. You know?’

It was so quiet I would have been able to hear Ray clipping his toenails next door if I’d listened out. Then a car door slammed out on the street, an engine started, Lou exhaled. The sound twanged around the garden and ricocheted off the walls of my shed.

I knew I should be telling her it was OK, that everything was going to be all right. But I had absolutely no idea if that was true any more. Physically it seemed feasible now she was getting around a lot more nimbly on her crutches, and her leg wound was making good progress. That was a job I’d been able to handle, because it’d been simple and straightforward. One foot in front of the other, one bandage after the next, keep it clean, stay inside the lines, and Bob’s always going to be your uncle. But this was a lot. Maybe too much.

‘It’s a lot. I know it’s a lot, Danny. I’m really sorry.’

I felt something trying to dislodge in my throat, and I swallowed it down hard before it had a chance to dump me in it. Calm down, Mulberry. Engage brain, restrain mouth, tread carefully. Do better. I recalled the thoughtful, considered advice I’d just dished out to some poor bugger Pete had suggested we call Erstwhile in Egham, about his unexpected redundancy and his subsequent feelings of panic about the future. It was an answer I’d been particularly proud of, but I had no idea what was called for here and now, faced with my very own close-to-home, in-person problem. Some wise counsel? A firm hand? A comradely nod? None of it seemed adequate.


‘Lou, I don’t know what to say.’ I proceeded to prove my point magnificently as I listened to the grass growing and Ray’s toenails crashing to the bathroom floor next door. Lou tilted her head slightly to one side, like Gentleman when he’s trying his hardest to understand my gibberish after a night at the pub.

‘I do, though.’

The intent of her words was tangible, and I had to plant my feet hard into the patio tiles to stop me from running. They were filled with everything I didn’t know; all the things that got Lou to a place that I couldn’t, and didn’t want to, imagine. But still, I reached over and took her hand, because it was the right thing to do and for once in my life I could do it.

‘OK. Tell me.’

Lou put her other hand over the top of mine and pressed down.

‘It’s all a bit hazy, really. I’m not sure of all the details, especially right after the accident. The doctor reckons it might be as good as it’s ever going to get, so maybe I can put it down to temporary insanity and be done with it.’ She laughed, dry and nervous, and gave a little half-shrug. ‘Or, you know, madder than usual in that moment.’

She gently unwound her fingers from mine and sat back in her chair. I immediately missed our little hand sandwich.

‘I . . . Look, I know things aren’t right with me. Dom says maybe I—’

She paused mid-sentence and I knew my face had given me away, because it was hard not to flinch when I heard (again) that she’d confided in my best mate before me, even though the biggest disappointment was knowing she’d been dead right to do it.

‘To be honest, I’ve known for a long time. Actually, I’m not sure I’ve ever been completely all right, not really. But maybe that’s just the way it is. Apples falling close to trees and all that.’ Lou picked up her empty coffee cup and stared into it like she was trying to read her own fortune.


‘It’s like, you start off just having a bit of a shit day, then it turns into a shit week and then, before you know it, you’re in the middle of a completely shit month. Then two.’ She put the mug on the ground by her feet abruptly, and I wondered what she’d seen in there.

‘It feels like you’re standing a safe distance from a vortex and you can see it spinning around and around. You know you should keep away from the edges, but you just can’t help inching closer. Then suddenly you’re in it, and even though it’s black and it’s scary and it feels like the tiredest, saddest place you’ve ever been, it also kind of feels . . . I don’t know, comfortable. Like it’s so much easier to just give in and spin around deeper and deeper into that vortex than it is to try and head back to the edges. You know?’

I knew something. I knew if I tried to speak I’d probably embarrass myself and besides, we had an agreement. I moved my head and hoped it passed for a nod.

‘And the thing is, Danny, I’m OK, mostly. But sometimes I just feel so overwhelmed with the . . .’ She shook her head in frustration, struggling to find the right word. ‘I don’t know, just the bigness of everything.’ She slapped her hand on the arm of the chair and a little puff of dust rose out of the fabric. We watched it settle.

‘The week of the Tesco van, there was a guy, a client, and I couldn’t get him a place, not even an emergency bed, and . . .’ She trailed off and looked down at the worn velvet like she was going to have another crack at it. ‘I couldn’t stop thinking about him and everyone else who was relying on me. It’s like I have their lives in my hands – I’m literally the fork in the road for some of them. But it doesn’t matter how much I do, it’s never going to be enough, because there’s always someone else that’s going to need saving and everything just seems so . . . hopeless sometimes, that’s all.’

That’s all. I felt a small electric jolt in my chest, because of course that wasn’t all. It was far from all, and how had I missed it? That day at their flat, how had I not noticed my sister and her daughter weren’t just a couple of people feeling a little bit down about the inconvenience of a broken leg? Cut-off, jagged mental images started dropping into place, like grenades popping off around me.

‘Lou, I—’ Lou held up her hand in a gesture so forceful and unexpected I immediately stopped.

‘Danny, please just let me get this out. I’m in grave danger of stopping and telling you it was all a big unfunny joke, so you’ve got to let me, OK?’

I put both hands up in surrender and zipped it.

It should have been my worst nightmare – and in the very recent past it would have been – but as I listened to my sister, I felt unusually composed. I imagined myself tucked up in my shed bed with a pile of letters on my lap, and the weight of strangers’ words held me steady as she spoke.

‘Things had been getting worse for a couple of weeks, longer probably. I just couldn’t seem to snap myself out of it. I was doing everything wrong, I couldn’t talk to Wolfie, and I felt like shit twenty-four hours a day. I mean literally all the time, from the moment I opened my eyes to the moment I closed them. I tried so hard to stop things from spiralling like—’ She was crying now. ‘Like they do. But I just couldn’t. I couldn’t.’ She brushed her face roughly. ‘And then things went pear-shaped with another client I’d rehoused, who ended up reoffending within a week. It turned out I’d placed him in a room in a flat two doors up from a betting shop. He had addiction issues and he’d only just finished a two-year stretch for holding up a Ladbrokes, Danny – that’s bloody inexcusable.’

I wanted to tell her it wasn’t her fault some guy on licence decided to veer left at his fork in the road, but I could see she wasn’t looking for excuses. And anyhow, maybe it was her fault. That’s quite some temptation.

‘I knew it was odds on I was going to get suspended.’ She shot me a quick look and I got it just in time. This wasn’t the time for a joke, even though that one was a bloody gift. ‘I got to work that morning and got sent home straight away while they made a decision. Jackie – my boss – has been so good to me, but I knew my luck had to run out sometime. When I got back to the flat, Wolfie was at school, so it was just me, sitting on my own staring at the walls with my life crumbling around me in slow motion.’ She made to clear her throat, and it turned into a small, hollow cough.

‘And then, out of the blue, I started thinking about Mum and the car accident and . . .’ I savoured the echo of the cough and tried to keep my head. ‘I just couldn’t stop.’

I stood up on the pretence of straightening the rake I’d left leaning against the back of the house, but really I just needed to move so I didn’t fall off the edge of the world. How. Did. I. Miss. This? As I passed Lou, I stopped and touched her shoulder gently. You’re OK. It’s OK, I wanted to say. But I couldn’t trust my voice, and anyway, Lou was still talking like she’d forgotten I was even there.

‘The more I sat there on my own in the flat thinking about things, the worse I felt. I distinctly remember desperately wanting to scream, just as a release. But I knew if I started, I wouldn’t be able to stop. Maybe ever.’ Her voice dropped to a whisper on the last word.

‘And then I remembered something a woman called Greta told me once, about keeping busy and finding small things to be grateful for. And I thought, well, maybe if I can get up off this bloody floor and go shopping for something for dinner, that will keep me busy. And won’t Wolfie be happy when she comes home from school and I’ve cooked, and that’d be something to be grateful for.’ She stopped and shook her head slowly.

‘Isn’t that just mad, Danny?’

Lou reached for her crutches and pushed herself up out of the chair. She hobbled over to the edge of the patio and stared through the open door of my shed. I did a quick recap and was relieved to remember the bed was made and things were looking pretty shipshape in there. I’d even snapped off a couple of stems of Dom’s wisteria and poked them into an old jam jar on my bedside milk crate. It was surprising how nice it was to roll over and see those flowers the minute I opened my eyes.

I walked over and stood next to her. Our arms were almost touching, and I felt her lean into me ever so slightly and relax into the shape we made. It felt solid and whole and real, and I couldn’t tell who was supporting who. Although I had my suspicions. She took a few shallow breaths and continued.

‘I remember going downstairs and getting on my moped, and while I was riding along I was thinking really hard about dinner. I kept on changing my mind about what I should get and that was making me really angry. Then when I’d absolutely, definitely decided on sausages and chips, I came around a corner and saw that van in the distance, and all of a sudden, I knew sausages and chips was the wrong decision. Like I couldn’t even get that right.’ Lou moved away from me and immediately the whole side of my body felt cold. She took a wobbly step back so she could face me.

‘I had the clearest feeling in that instant that I wasn’t me any more. That I’d actually, finally disappeared.’ She turned her head, but not before I saw the cost of what she’d just said. I was glad I had the rake to hold on to.

‘I remember the exact moment I lifted my hands. It was such a tiny little bit – a couple of millimetres – and I just held them there, above the handlebars. And for a few incredible seconds, everything in the world was completely and utterly still, and I knew perfection existed. Does that make any sense, Danny?’

I thought of Kath and George and Gentleman and dipped my head slightly, which could have meant anything, but I hoped it would mean something. I wished it could mean everything.

‘But when I woke up lying on the road with all those upside-down faces looking at me, and every inch of my body hurting like nothing I’ve ever felt before, you know what I really felt? Not the pain. It was relief. Nothing had changed, everything was still shit, but now I knew.’

Lou put her head back and took a deep breath, then let it out through her mouth in a long, slow, continuous hiss, like a tyre going down. Now I knew.

‘I remembered something last week when I was lying in bed listening to Dom and George upstairs in the bathroom, getting ready for bed. George was singing away at the top of his voice and it brought back a memory I haven’t thought of in years. When Wolfie was little, she was always making up songs, and one day when I was passing her room, she was pushing one of her dolls in a swing she’d made out of an old clothes airer and singing. She didn’t even know I was there, but while I was listening to her I thought, I’m going to remember this moment for the rest of my life.’

Lou was staring at a point over my shoulder and frowning like she was concentrating really hard. Then she started to half speak, half sing in a low-pitched, unsteady voice.


It’s OK, it’s so good, everything is fantastic

It’s wonderful and lovely, everything is fantastic

It’s OK to go high, don’t be frightened of the sky

Just smile and hold on and everything is fantastic.


‘Isn’t that amazing, Danny? She was only about three years old. How could I have forgotten that?’ A single tear took its shot and dive-bombed on to the ground. ‘So then I started thinking, well, maybe it is true, like Wolfie said. Maybe everything really can be wonderful and fantastic if you just hold on. Because look. Here you are.’

I stared into the shadows of my shed at the wisteria in the jam jar and I thought, I’m going to remember this moment for the rest of my life.


Lou limped back over to her chair. ‘The thing is, Danny, I don’t think I’ve ever really let myself think about Mum’s death. Not properly. I mean, I was so young, and I just . . . I didn’t know how to feel, really. You and Dad were . . . Well, we had our own way of getting through it, I guess, and I think maybe mine was to just stop thinking about her.’ She hesitated then squinted, like she was trying to see something very far away. ‘And after a while I kind of stopped missing her.’

She paused again, this time for much longer, and I wondered if I was ever going to be able to form a sentence again. ‘Then one day, so many years later, I remembered something that made everything else make sense in a weird kind of way. You know?’ I didn’t, but it was clear I was going to find out.

‘When it was just me and Mum, most of the time I’d play by myself because she’d usually end up going back to bed for half the day. This one time, I must have got bored or hungry or something and I went to find her. She was lying out in the garden on a towel, with her eyes closed, but I could tell she wasn’t asleep. I stood there not saying anything, and after a while she opened her eyes and told me to run along. I was about to do what I was told, but then you know what she said?’ I shook my head, or I think I did.

‘That she’d tried. “I’ve tried with you, Lou,” she said. “You don’t know what it’s like to have to try so hard all the time.” I didn’t have a clue what she meant, so I just ran along. But I didn’t ever forget it and I don’t know how much later it was, but after a long time of thinking about it, one day I just woke up and realised exactly what she’d meant. And I remember feeling really bad for her, because of how hard it must have been for her to have to try to love me, when she already had you.’ Me and my lovely mother. Shoo now, Lou.

‘It wasn’t until Wolfie was born that I really started to think about it again, though. Because the minute I held my own daughter, I knew that was it. Forget about a career, forget about Larry, Dad dying, you – I knew nothing mattered as much as protecting that precious little human. And the more I fell in love with Wolfie, the more it made me think about Mum. Not about the accident, and how sad it was to grow up without a mother, but about that day she told me how hard it was to love me. Because when I looked at my daughter, it felt like my heart was going to blow up my chest and I’d think, how could loving a little kid ever be hard? How bad must I have been?’

I thought about the safe place I’d always found on my mother’s lap and what it would have been like not to have had that. Not to be told every day you were the best and the brightest, not to feel loved by that strong, funny, wonderful woman who could do anything, including grow a brand-new baby. (A baby who’d been, I realised with a punch to my gut, just as she’d promised; exactly what everybody needed – except for her.)

I thought about little Lou, who’d lost so much and still followed me around like a shadow, never giving up no matter how many times I pushed her away, ignored her, pretended I was asleep or stayed out until past her bedtime. The girl who’d carried on trying to hold her broken family together, against the odds, even when she was the only one trying. And I thought how easy it was to see now, on the other side of that gulf of wasted years, how unspeakably cruel I’d been.

‘I’ve spent so many years thinking about it, Danny, but it’s not until now, these past few weeks here, that I’ve worked something out.’ I thought of that chink of weak light coming from her bedroom window late at night and into the early morning.

‘All those years I felt so guilty about not missing Mum, it wasn’t because I didn’t love her, or even because she couldn’t love me properly. It was because after she died, the people I really missed were you and Dad.’

Lou leaned back in the chair and closed her eyes, just in time not to see my face.

‘I’ve got so much good stuff in my life, Danny. Wolfie is—’ She smiled and shook her head. ‘Wolfie’s just bloody amazing, and I know damn well that’s in spite of me not because of me. And being here with you and Dom and George . . . That poor kid, but I mean he’s just so . . . so George about what happened with his mum, isn’t he?’

He really is.

‘Having someone like George around makes you see things differently. Think about . . . I don’t know, the things that really matter. Like the day your kid took her first step, or the look on her face when she ate her first salty chip, or when multiplication finally made sense to her. Or the school trip to Scotland when she was ten and she was the only one of her class who made it all the way to the top of Ben Nevis with the older kids, and in assembly the head told everyone she was a little warrior.’ Lou opened her eyes then, and looked straight over at me.

‘So even though you’re never going to forget how hard you were to love and all the mistakes you’ve made, you’re always going to remember you’ve done something good. Something amazing, actually. You’ve gone and raised a warrior.’











 



JOSSIE

Dear Danny Mulberry. How are you? I hope you are well. That’s the first time I ever saw anyone doing a rude sign in a newspaper, by the way. Not that I read many papers because I’m ten, but on Mondays I do. My name is Jossie and I’m writing to ask you to help me with a problem I have.

Monday afternoons are when I go to Kingston Hospital to keep my dad company, and there’s always a big pile of papers called the Double sitting there for free. My dad says, ‘Joselyn, being interested is the most important thing you can be,’ so I read the paper while he does his Sudoku and has his chemo. This week when I opened up the Double, on one side of the page there was a picture of a man walking his dog in the park and it said, ‘Colon cancer: the silent killer. Book a screening today.’ I hated that picture straight away, so I looked at the other side of the page and it was the photo of you. I know it wasn’t really just me you were smiling at, but it actually felt like it was. I don’t know why.

You probably think that because I’m only ten I don’t understand the stuff you painted on the pavement outside your house. But I read the story three times while my dad was stuck on a hard Sudoku, and even though there were some words I didn’t get, I know the difference between a cat and a king. When I worked out what it meant and how clever you were, I decided to send this email, which I hope will get to you.

The thing I need help with is friends, and the problem is not having them. I didn’t really expect things to be any different when I started at my new school, but I think maybe my mum and dad did. I feel bad because I’m pretty sure it’s mostly my fault other kids don’t like me. I don’t like doing the same things other girls do, like TikTok and make-up and dancing and stuff, and I guess I do have what you’d call opinions – especially when I get teased about wearing weird clothes combinations and reading my book in the canteen queue. Mum says, ‘Jossie, you don’t always have to say everything that comes into your head, you know.’ Which I know is true and probably would be very helpful if I could remember to do it. Or not do it, I mean.

Everyone at my new school was mostly ignoring me (which is pretty much like my old school), but then I threw up on stage on the first assembly night when I was supposed to be singing ‘I Say a Little Prayer’ with my class. I never did that at my old school. After that, some of the girls I was hoping I might be friends with started holding their noses when I walked past and calling me ‘spew girl’, which sounds a lot worse than ‘new girl’, by the way. And actually it’s not even true because I hardly ever spew even at home, but that was the day I found out my dad probably isn’t going to get better even with the chemo so I wasn’t feeling great. I didn’t want to say that, but I did say a few other things that came into my head. Pretty sure those girls are never going to be my friends now.

My dad didn’t get the silent kind of cancer, he got the kind that comes up in a massive great lump on the side of his neck. He says it’s not good to be greedy when you’re asking for a favour though, which is why he’s crossing his fingers he just gets to be around until my little brother starts school in a year. You must have loads of friends, especially after getting your picture in the paper, but I don’t want to be greedy, so I just wondered if you have some ideas about how I can get just one friend and then I’ll take it from there. I think I’m still going to be greedy about wishing my dad stays around for longer than a year though.

Thank you very much and by the way, I know I’m a cat, if that helps with your ideas.

Jossie Jones, Finchley.


WHERE THE GOOD ONES HIDE

Dear Jossie, somewhat to my surprise I am well. Very well. Better than I’ve been for years, and thank you for asking. I have to say your letter blew my mind a bit, because when I was ten years old I could hardly write a Christmas card, and then you go and send me that. You’ve asked for my help, so I’m going to try my hardest to be helpful, but you need to know that you are, without a doubt, already way smarter than I’ll ever be. I do have a bit more life experience, though, so here goes.

The thing about friends is this, Jossie: if you want a good one (and believe me, this is one department where you don’t want to settle for anything less than the best), sometimes you have to be patient, because they aren’t always where, or who, you expect them to be. I don’t mean there’s any shortage of folk you can have quite a pleasant time with, because on the whole, as I hope you’ll discover in the future, humans are mostly good people. (Those girls in your class might be exceptions in the making, and even though this isn’t the place to go into detail about a boy called Joe Fletcher who I knew when I was your age, just know he exists and is another fine example of the kind of friend you don’t want.) I’m just saying you might have to wait a little longer for a good one.

I had to wait ages for my best friend to come along, and when he did he was absolutely nothing like I thought he’d be. But I think maybe that’s the way it works. That whoever’s up there in the sky jiggling the strings sends the right people into your life exactly when you need them. When I met Dom at a concert, I wanted to go hard and push our way through the crowd and get to the front for the best view of the band. But he convinced me that if we worked our way around the edges we wouldn’t get mashed up, and we’d actually be able to take it all in better from a bit further away instead of drowning in our own sweat and losing a toe or an eye. He was dead right, too, and I probably should have learned a valuable life lesson that night, but I think I learned it just now so better late than never, eh?

Anyway, that’s how I think I can be of help to you, Jossie, by telling you not to go looking into the in-crowd for a friend, because the in-crowd isn’t really known for looking back. Stick to the edges, the shadows, the out crowd – because that’s where the good people hide. And believe me, the view is a lot better from there.

I’ve been thinking about you and your dad (a LOT), and I think I know why you haven’t found your friends yet. See, if you’d been busy with a whole load of other people, maybe you wouldn’t have been keeping your dad company on Monday afternoons at the hospital. I reckon he probably really likes having you there, and you might be exactly where you’re supposed to be, Jossie.

So don’t waste your time on people who call you names. You do you, kid. Hold the line and keep an eye out around the edges. Your time will come. And by the way, you may be smart, but you’re wrong about one thing. You are definitely a king.

Sincerely,

Your friend, Danny Mulberry

P.S. By the way, I read this somewhere: ‘You should always speak the truth but not all truth should be spoken,’ which I think is exactly what your mum meant. Maybe if you think about it in that way it’ll be easier to remember – because I absolutely know you’ll understand what that means even though you’re ten.
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Wolfie




My mother only ever told me two things about my Uncle Danny. The rest I had to find out for myself.

When I was in year one, everyone in my class had to do a three-minute talk about our families. We had a couple of days’ notice, but the night before, I confessed to Lou I was worried that even if I included Meiko and Larry and his parents, I might not have enough to fill the time. So Lou got out an old photo album, climbed into bed with me and showed me pictures of her as a baby, with her parents. I got the gist. My second set of missing grandparents. Both dead, though, sorry about that.

She flicked through a few others, and when we got to a picture of a windblown boy chasing a dog down a beach, she stopped. Who’s that, I said. She took the longest time to answer, and at first I thought she might have been trying to remember. Then, that’s your Uncle Danny, she said. Dead too? No. But that was another long wait.

It was the first I’d heard about any uncle, but once I’d seen the photo, that was that, and Lou clammed up. I need to know something, I said, for the class talk. She told me he had brown eyes and that he’d probably moved to Australia by now, which wasn’t very helpful but then that really was that. When enough time had passed and I guess she thought I was asleep, she slipped her arm out from underneath me, kissed me on the head and whispered, ‘Your Uncle Danny was my hero.’ I kept my eyes closed tight and didn’t let on I’d heard, and that was the first real thing I found out about him.

When I was eight and Lou was two weeks into what would be a month-long sofa holiday, she said I was probably old enough to know what had happened to my grandmother. I think she could have waited a bit longer, but to be fair everything about that story came bit by bit anyway, drip-fed like little out-of-order movie trailers. Part of me thinks she did it so it wouldn’t sound so awful, but maybe it was the only way she could get the whole thing out.

The Friday my grandmother died was one of four in the rainiest April in twenty-two years and, according to Google, there were thirty-two road incidents within a four-hour period on the M25. It was a day notable for all the wrong reasons, another one being that Lou was in the car with her; a gem I found out the next year, when I was nine and evidently old enough to know but not old enough for any details. It went all quiet on the western front until I was ten, when Lou told me why they’d been out on the roads in such shitty weather, anyway.

My grandmother had told everyone they were off on a day out to Brighton to buy Lou some special ballet shoes. They sang songs and played I-Spy in the car on the way down, and Lou kept her fingers crossed the whole time, because she couldn’t believe her luck and nothing was going to make that wonderful day go wrong, not even the weather. When they got to Brighton, her mother held her hand and they wandered the Lanes in their anoraks and she told Lou they were actually there on a different very important mission. When they found the place, her mother turned the hand-stitched leather cricket ball around and around in her hands, running her fingers over the gold embossed printing. She told the man in the shop it was perfect, just perfect, then gave it to Lou and told her to keep it safe in her little backpack until her brother’s birthday next week.

Afterwards, they went to Primark and bought some pink sequinned ballet shoes for their cover story, and had fish and chips at Harry Ramsden’s. You mustn’t tell him, my grandmother had said. It’s a big, big secret. And you mustn’t give it to him without me, because it’s from both of us. Promise? Lou promised, because of course you would, and she still couldn’t believe her luck.

When I was eleven, Lou told me she’d hung upside down by her seatbelt in the back of the car, with her mother dead in the front, and that when she finally heard sirens, she’d thought it was a big, beautiful bird coming to rescue her. The men from the fire brigade ground away with their power tools to get her out, sparks flying all around her, and even through all that noise, the only sound she could hear clearly was the drip, drip, drip of the rain bouncing off her dead mother’s yellow anorak. And all she could think about was that cricket ball sitting in the bottom of her backpack and how now her brother was never going to have it, because she’d promised.

So that was the second thing I found out about my Uncle Danny.

When I was thirteen, I ran to Boots in a downpour at half past eight at night to buy earplugs because Lou couldn’t stand the noise of the rain. I got back and she was on the sofa with a photo album open at a picture of her as a baby, on my grandmother’s lap. In it, my grandfather is standing behind them with a proud look on his face, and baby Lou and her mother are staring right into the camera, smiling the exact same smile at whoever’s taking the picture. Lou put the earplugs in straight away and lay down on the sofa and closed her eyes.


A little while later, when I brought out her duvet and picked up the album to put it away, she opened her eyes and just lay there looking at me for a few seconds.

‘Everything passes, Wolfie. Even happiness,’ is what she said.
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Danny




‘Growing yourself quite the little garden there, aren’t you, Danny?’

I was unwinding the bandage on Lou’s leg when I felt something brush the top of my head. Thinking it was a fly, I flicked my hair before realising my mistake. I froze, not wanting to offend, and she gently fluffed a few bits of my hair with her fingers. I glanced up and I could tell the words hadn’t been a coincidence. When our eyes met we both smiled, and it was so easy.

‘Wow, you remember that?’

‘Yeah, I do. I mean I did, just now. I think . . . it kind of feels like my brain’s been waking up, just lately. All sorts of things just seem to be popping into my head, out of the blue.’ Tell me about it. ‘Not to mention all the questions George keeps coming up with. He’s definitely been making me think.’

I bent forward to examine her leg. The wound was clean and pink, the edges of the volcano continuing their steady march, a millimetre a day – the pace actually seemed to have picked up a bit lately. I couldn’t help delivering a mental pat on my own back. Casualty, here I come!

‘Yeah, sorry about that. He’s kind of an unstoppable force, our George.’


‘No, no, I love it. He’s so . . . he’s great. And it’s good, it’s better than good. I don’t think I’ve really let myself think about a whole lot of things for a very long time. Good things, I mean.’ Lou shrugged and shook her head. ‘That’s weird, isn’t it?’

Not to me. Not weird at all, to me, although I didn’t say it. Because I knew only too well that out of sight wasn’t out of mind at all, and there are times things can be lurking around a lot closer to the surface than you think. Times like this, when something your sister says grabs you by the scruff and reefs you back through the decades.

Thirteen years old. My mother cutting my hair on a Sunday morning while my father’s reading something clever and classic, sitting in a perfectly placed shaft of sunlight that arrived in the front room every sunny day on cue.

‘The light only shines on the righteous,’ he’d always chuckle, turning his face to catch the glow. He must have said it a thousand times and I believed every one.

‘How about we have a bit of fun with this?’ My mother ran her fingers through my newly cut hair and turned my head to the left and right. ‘What do you think? Blue? Green? Red? Go on, Lou-Lou, run upstairs and get your sprays. Quick, before he can say no.’ But I was never going to say no to my mother.

When Lou came back, weighed down by an armful of cans of coloured hair paint from her birthday party, my mother sprayed my spiky tufts not only blue and green and red, but also yellow and pink and purple. And when she’d finished, she walked me over to the hall mirror and stood behind me, hands on my shoulders, looking at my stiff, rainbow-coloured barnet like it was a work of art.

‘Got yourself quite the little technicolour garden, haven’t you, Danny?’

I remember Lou was standing to the left, or it could have been the right (confusing when a memory is a mirror), just out of frame, as my mother and I smiled at our own reflections. Maybe it’s strange to remember something like that so clearly, but I do, because it was the first time I realised I was the same height as her. I guess on some level maybe I knew that meant I was growing up, and that days like those might be gone soon. That being as tall as your mum signalled the end of something. Just for a few seconds, looking in that mirror, I’d felt inexplicably sad and, actually, it probably isn’t that strange that I remember it. Because that day really was the end of something, and the last time my mother ever cut my hair.

I finished dressing Lou’s leg in comfortable silence, in no hurry to rush out of my head and slam the door behind me on the memory. I was silently complimenting myself on the artistry of my neat, firm bandaging when I heard a metallic noise. Lou was holding the scissors I’d used for the gauze and slowly snipping at the air.

‘How about it, Danny? You game?’

The face smiling down at me looked a lot like that small girl with her arms full of party hair spray, and it only took a second to realise what she meant. I ran my hands through the mess on my head, and I was never going to say no to my sister.

‘Well, it couldn’t look any worse than it does now. Why not?’

I blame Dom. He’d made a crack about my hair that morning and I had absolutely no comeback, because his hair, just like his manners and his character, is always impeccable. When he’d cocked his head to the side, narrowed his eyes and said, oh yeah, that reminded him he wanted to take George to the Changing of the Guards at Buckingham Palace, I had to concede I was well overdue for a haircut.

Naturally, George had thought the whole thing was hilarious, once Dom gently explained the joke. He started running around the house shouting how I’d better be careful I didn’t swear in front of the Queen, and was I going to eat some beef for my lunch. He put a high-pitched, eardrum-murdering emphasis on the words eeeeeeeat and beeeeeeeef. Lou had been sitting in the kitchen doing the crossword in Dom’s Guardian and she didn’t look up, but I’d seen her shoulders shaking.


It took a bit of manoeuvring to get into a position that gave Lou access to my hair while also making room for her leg cast to rest comfortably. In the end I sat on the floor on a couple of cushions, and she perched on the very edge of the bed.

‘By the way, Lou, have you ever . . .?’ I pointed to my hair, enquiringly.

‘Never.’

‘Excellent.’

‘Isn’t it?’

So Lou cut my hair. And even though I probably should have been a little nervous at her snipping away up there unsupervised with a blinding lack of credentials, I felt weirdly calm about the outcome. Out of the corner of my eye I could see interestingly uneven chunks of hair dropping on to the floor, but I didn’t seem to be straying too far from home these days, so did it really matter what I looked like? (I’d called into the Lamb the day before, out of curiosity more than anything, but it felt so depressing and claustrophobic I didn’t even stay to finish my half. For the first time in my adult life, I appeared to have lost the taste for beer and wasn’t that a big old surprise?)

Lou worked away, occasionally tilting my head to one side or the other. The tinny snip of the scissors and the sight of those chunks of hair falling to the floor was almost hypnotic, and I was a long, long way from home when I felt a gentle tug on my ear.

‘Hey. Snap out of it. Turn around so I can do the front.’

I swung around on the cushions, and Lou pushed my forehead back so she could trim the sides. I closed my eyes to reduce the risk of losing one, so I hadn’t noticed the snipping had stopped until she said my name.

‘Finished?’ She still had the scissors in her hand, but she was dead still.

‘Hey, I . . . I just wanted to say thanks, Danny. You know, for everything.’


‘Don’t worry about it. I don’t mind a bit of blood and guts and it’s—’

I had to duck to avoid getting swiped by the scissors as she waved her arm to emphasise her point. ‘No, not my leg. That’s not what I meant. Just . . . thanks, for letting Wolfie and me stay. Because I know it’s been hard for you.’ Her eyes slipped to a point over my shoulder. ‘I know it has.’

I’d have loved to be ready with a gracious reply, but what would I say? That she was right, it had been the hardest thing I’d ever done? That it wasn’t even my house, and the truth was that if I’d had my stupid, selfish way a few weeks ago, she’d probably still be disappearing under a pile of laundry in Tottenham being looked after by a fifteen-year-old? Best not.

‘Being here these last few weeks, Danny, with all of you, it’s been like my entire body and soul have exhaled, or something. My whole life I’ve felt like I have to slog my way through porridge in jackboots just to get to everyone else’s starting point, you know? But here, everything feels sort of—’ Lou paused and ran her fingers over George’s little star on her cast. ‘I don’t know, diluted. I’ve felt safe here, I feel safe here. And more importantly, I feel like Wolfie’s safe. And I think maybe it’s the first time I’ve ever genuinely felt that.’

I tried to imagine what it would feel like to have to pull your foot out of porridge to take the next step, and the next, then I tried to remember the point in my life when it had become easier to not think about my sister than to think about making things right. I leaned my weight back on my heels and got the oddest feeling of knowing exactly what I needed to say, and I realised that, despite how far I might have thought I’d come over the past few weeks, it was because before that very second it hadn’t really been true.

I felt my throat constrict and the jumble of words waiting in the wings threatened to retreat. Oh no you don’t, not today, old fruit. I swallowed deeply and imagined Dom standing behind me, holding me up like scaffolding. Telling me to say what I mean and mean what I say.

‘I’m sorry, Lou. I’m just so, so sorry.’

I’m not sure if I really did repeat it, maybe I just imagined the echo. But somehow, the word itself made it easier for me to keep going. So I kept going.

‘The things . . . What I said that day, at Dad’s funeral, I was unbelievably drunk, and it made me stupid and cruel and I . . . I missed him so much. And, shit, even as I’m saying it I know it isn’t an excuse, because I was stupid and cruel way before that. And when you’re a dumb, selfish kid and you’ve found someone to blame, it’s . . . it’s hard to give that up, because . . . because how would you make sense of it all, then?’

I’d been talking to Lou’s knees, but when I dared to look up at her, she was looking back, unblinking and dry. God, it was so easy, why had I waited? I had all the words I ever needed. Batter up for a boundary, spaghetti arms.

‘Dad would have been horrified at what I did, Lou. What I said. And I know it’s impossible to take it back, impossible for you to forget . . . to forgive me. I know that, but I just need you to know I’m sorry. I’m so bloody sorry.’

My voice cracked and finally gave up the ghost, and I rubbed my eyes hard, savouring the reassurance of the mild, gritty discomfort. When I took my hands away from my face and blinked the room back, with a swift, clumsy movement Lou slid off the edge of the bed and landed down on the floor beside me. Then my grown-up little sister’s arms were around me.

And it felt like maybe anything was possible.

 

Lou had changed so much but really not at all, and how had I not known that would be true?


I’m not sure how long we sat there among the offcuts of my hair, but long enough for it to sink in how close I’d come to never having this moment with the sister I’d let out of my sight. To having the first thing I heard of her in sixteen years be the worst thing. And long enough for me to understand exactly how Lou had felt when Wolfie was born. Because now I knew that keeping my sister and her daughter safe was the most important thing in the world. The last of the Mulberrys.

‘You’re going to be all right, Lou. You are. One foot in front of the other, that’s the way to get there. Even through the porridge.’

When I said the words I knew instantly they weren’t mine, but over the course of the last few weeks I’d grown quite used to hearing my father’s voice in my ear. He’d helped me find the kindness and insight to lend a hand to all those strangers and he was here now, helping me with the right thing to say to my sister.

A couple of weeks after Mum died, I’d come home from school and Dad was out in the back garden stacking firewood. Through the kitchen window I could see his hands were shaking, and I wondered when my old man had become such an old man. I stood there and watched him move a huge pile of wood, piece by piece, from its regular spot over to the other side of the garden. And when he’d finished, he took off his gloves, shook them out, then pulled them back on and started moving the wood back, piece by painful piece. When I couldn’t stand to watch any longer, I went out to help. He never even acknowledged I was there, but when we’d finished and the wood was all back in its original place, he put his arm around me and murmured, ‘One foot in front of the other. That’s the only way to get there, son.’ More than two decades later, I can still feel the gentle weight of his hand on my shoulder.

I helped Lou back on to the bed, and then sat down on the floor and leaned against the wall and thought about those two piles of wood.


‘I think that’s all I’ve been doing all these years, myself. Not because I’m wise or zen, but because I didn’t know what else to do except put one foot in front of the other. And sometimes you wonder what the point of it all is, and when you’re going to get to the good stuff – and if there even is any good stuff – and some days it feels like you might just be moving wood from one pile to another for the rest of your life. And hey, maybe you will. But you don’t give up, Lou. You don’t ever do that.’

She couldn’t possibly have known what I meant about the wood, but then again, she always was smarter than me. I hadn’t forgotten that.

‘Listen, nobody knows what’s around the corner, Lou. Look at us, imagine if—’ I hesitated, and I felt the presence of my father again so strongly I nearly turned my head. In my mind I saw him smile that tender smile and step back. Over to you, son.

‘What I mean is, what if the best day of your life is the next one? Or the one after that? Or the hundredth one?’ I thought of a man Pete had dubbed Left Behind in Leytonstone, to whom I’d said a similar thing a couple of days ago. ‘You’ve got to stay hopeful. You’ve got to. Keep on trying to find the answers to the questions about life, the universe and everything, even if the only thing you can come up with is forty-two. Because that’s the shit that’ll keep you going until the good stuff comes. And it does come. It does, I promise. Because we’re the good stuff, Lou. Us.’

I stopped then. Not only because I’d exhausted anything intelligent I had in my repertoire, but also because keeping track of all those metaphors and analogies was tiring. But there it was, the Danny Mulberry Manifesto for Life. Or at least a half-page scribbled handbook for not throwing yourself under a Tesco delivery van. It was never destined to be a bestseller, but it had heart, it had a plot, and it had a call to action. What more could you want?

Lou didn’t say anything for a long time and I wondered if I’d blown it. But when she finally spoke, her voice sounded stronger and more certain than I’d heard it before.

‘Danny.’

‘Lou?’

‘Are you really going to try and use a plagiarised mash-up of Monty Python, The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy and—’ She frowned. ‘Well, I’m really not quite sure what else – to try to convince me life’s worth living?’

Shit, the perils of trying to give advice in real life. I prepared to dig myself out but before I could say anything else, suddenly and brilliantly Lou laughed; a big, bold belly laugh that echoed through my ears like fireworks in the Blackwall Tunnel. Well, look at that, I thought, those Monty Python boys were on to something.

‘OK, OK, you rumbled me, but come on, points for effort, surely? I mean, the Dalai Lama won’t be quaking in his boots or anything just yet, but that wasn’t half bad for a beginner.’ I rolled up on to my knees and wondered if I was always going to find myself at my sister’s feet. ‘But seriously, you’ve got to promise, because I’ll always be here if . . . when you need help. And you have to let me help. Promise me.’

Neither of us was laughing now.

‘I mean it, Lou.’

I could imagine what she was thinking. That I hadn’t been there for the past sixteen years, that I couldn’t possibly understand what it was like to be her, that I had absolutely no idea how it felt to be wading through porridge in jackboots. And maybe I didn’t. But also, maybe I did. I felt a little rush of warm air as she exhaled.

‘OK, Danny.’

‘OK?’

‘OK.’

‘Say it, I need you to say it. What do you promise?’

She laughed again then; that unforgettable laugh that sounded so much like my mother, yet also like nobody else on earth but Lou. It felt like all those years of tension had been sucked out of the room in one go.

‘OK, OK. I promise. I promise I’ll never take anything you say seriously again, especially when you’ve got ten pints of beer inside you and you’ve just buried your father. I promise I’ll never listen when you tell me you wish I’d fuck the fuck off and not fucking come back.’ Shit. I’d forgotten about saying that. Shit.

‘Shit, I—’

‘But most importantly, I promise I’ll never skid myself legs-first into a Tesco van on purpose and write off a perfectly good moped in the process.’ She reached over, grabbed my arm and looked me full in the face. ‘Besides which, as if I’d ever run the risk of leaving you in charge of my one and only daughter, you absolute bloody loser.’

Then we were both laughing, hard and loud, as the years fell away into dust, and when it settled it wasn’t on two sad, flawed adults who’d lost their way and lost their heads. It was on a ten-year-old boy and his dot of a sister – two kids so close they threw the same shadow.

In that moment I wasn’t really thinking about anything else, except how I never knew it could be this easy to be happy, so I really couldn’t say who saw Wolfie first, or how long she’d been standing there in the doorway, white as a sheet with a mug of tea in each hand.

Both of which missed, incidentally, but not for want of trying.
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Wolfie




It’s so quiet I can hear the 78 per cent of nitrogen in the air moving around the room – information I have thanks to last week’s chemistry homework. I can hear the mice snacking in the walls and the deafening sound of tea dripping down Dom’s embossed cream wallpaper and I’m already thinking about how I’m going to clean it off.

I’m looking straight at Lou, but I’ve got Danny pegged in the corner of my eye. He’s frozen to the spot, one hand pressed hard against his mouth like he thinks he could have stopped my mother’s words. But they’ve already burned a smoking path through my eardrums and, funnily enough, it’s not until this very moment I realise that I hadn’t really believed she’d done it.

She did it.

I want to yell in her face, grab her by the shoulders and shake out some answers. Who does that? I want to say. What kind of person? What kind of mother thinks it’s OK to do that to her fifteen-year-old kid? Fifteen.

I don’t say a thing and I’ve never felt more fifteen.

Lou’s eyes are on me and I hold steady because I know I can outstare her. I’m the strong one, I scream in my head. And you did that, you made me this way. Because somebody’s got to look after us. I feel the sweat gaining momentum in my hairline and a drip lands on my eyelashes. I blink and for a sharp, salty couple of seconds it feels as good as crying. When I can focus again, she’s looked away. Knew it.

Suddenly, I feel more powerful than I ever have before. Is this how it is, then? Walk on eggshells. Do not disturb. Maintain equilibrium. Keep things on the level. Stay on the down low. Don’t upset Lou. Careful what you say. Careful what you do. Grow up. Take better care. Take on the world. Suck it up. Suck it in. Hold it in.

Well, fuck it. A la mierda. Fuck it all, fuck them both, and don’t pardon the French. Now I get it. Now I know I wasn’t enough to make her stay.

She’s paler than I’ve seen her before. More than after two weeks on a sofa holiday. More than when I fell off the monkey bars at school and broke my arm. More than when they brought her back from her leg surgery, when I thought at first they’d wheeled in an empty bed. But once the nurse started fussing with drips and monitors and I realised that tiny white bump under the hospital sheet was my mother, every other awful moment, every sinking feeling, every night I’d cried myself to sleep with half a box of tissues stuck in my mouth to keep the noise down, had evaporated into insignificance. She’s paler than then, even.

Danny’s head swivels from me to Lou and back again like he’s on a day out at Wimbledon. The guy should be celebrating, because it’s only taken him a few weeks to do what I couldn’t in fifteen years. And he’s the one she told.

Lou stays silent, eyes half closed, head low like she’s not even going to try. Like she already knows how this is about to go down. A bead of sweat trickles down the side of my cheek and slips into the neck of my T-shirt. The hum in my ears gets louder and I know the worst thing I can do right now. Because I know my mother better than she knows herself.


My body’s propelled out of the room by the overpowering urge to run, but there’s something else, too, deep inside my chest, egging me on, fluttering in its cool, smug space. Hola, chica. When she calls my name, my mother’s voice sounds a long way away, like someone’s twisting it, squeezing out the last drop. I hesitate, but then I’m pulling the handle on Dom’s heavy Victorian front door and it smashes back against the wall. The sun hits me like a spotlight and, behind me, I hear something solid and glass hit the floor and shatter.

For a microsecond I feel bad for Mickey and George.

But I’m already gone girl.
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I don’t have a plan, but I have legs. All I know is I need to get away from that house, that street. As far from my mother and my uncle as I can.

I run the first hundred metres, but when I turn and look back of course there’s nobody following me, so I slow to a fast walk. Tranquila, chica. I put my head down and focus on my feet, paying just enough attention to what’s around me not to get myself run over. I imagine the irony and it’s almost tempting.

I keep up the pace, ignoring the sweat that’s starting to pool on my collarbone and concentrating on my trainers, lifting and falling, pedalling me forward. As my feet connect with the road or the pavement or the verge, I get random flashes of Lou and the Tesco van man with his eighteen-year unblemished record. Head down.

I power through a place where there are lots of other feet and I have to swerve to make my way, then I veer left down a quiet road where I go for five minutes without passing anyone. After a while, I find myself alongside a park and I go through an opening at a sign that says Primrose Hill. It’s lovely and green, and I pass a steady procession of human feet and dogs’ feet and pram wheels, and I think, I bet the view is great. But I keep my head down. The only way out is through.

Out of the park, I cross a road and then I’m down by the water. Regent’s Canal, the sign tells me. I came here with Happy Larry once after we’d been to the zoo, and it crosses my mind it might be quite nice to pop over there and cosy up to the lions and tigers. I keep that in my back pocket and it feels good to have options.

Along the towpath, there are more people so it’s harder to maintain the pace and keep myself to myself. As soon as I slow down, though, I start to feel shaky inside, like all my vital organs are being blended into a smoothie. My skin is tingling all over and it feels like someone’s trying to shove a duvet in through my ears. I think about a biology class last term and realise it’s probably the adrenaline kicking in, from the thing I’m already regretting. That lovely wallpaper.

I stop at a bench to rest because my heart’s trying to punch its way out of my chest and I’m pretty sure it’s nearly there. I drop my head all the way down on to my knees, and my throat starts to open and close like a machine gun, pushing a sour taste up into my mouth. I try to spit but nothing comes.

Hunched over that close to the ground, the sound of feet is loud and jumbled and terrifying. Then out of nowhere I remember something Greta said to my mother once, which had come through those earphones clear as a bell over the faint sounds of ‘Baby One More Time’. I concentrate on picking out one set of footsteps, isolating them from the noise and listening to each step as they approach me, until they’re in front of me, then gone. Then I pick out another set and do the same. I’m on the fifth when a group of kids race past, shouting and laughing, and it all falls apart.

A pair of expensive-looking trainers behind a set of pram wheels stops in front of me. I feel a light touch on my shoulder and a soft, uncertain query. Are you OK? No, nice lady, I’m not OK. I’m not OK. My mother tried to do a thing and I think I only just figured out what it means. But shout-out to you for being the only one to ask.

I lift my head up, weighted by the thousand stones holding it down, and say, yes thanks, I’m fine. The blur hesitates a moment, then the pram starts to slowly move on as I drop my head and silently scream. I feel a waft of air as the pram reverses back a bit then moves off again. And then I’m alone, and getting what I pretended to want fills me with breathless, sweaty fear.

It feels like a very long time before I lift my head again. The light has changed, and I look up and down the towpath as feet and bodies and voices start to trickle back into my consciousness. The mums and kids have gone, and now it’s all men in suits and ladies in skirts and trainers. Going home. Imagine that. I can’t go back. Not yet, because how can I look at my mother and know what I know? What it means? I start to walk again, but slower now and I keep my head up. Passando, passando. Coming through. I don’t have a plan, but I have legs.

After a while, I see a flattened track coming off the edge of the towpath and scramble down the bank, slipping on bare muddy patches, holding on to handfuls of weeds to stop me going headfirst into the canal. And then I’m in a place under the shadow of a bridge. Over on the other bank I see the occasional person walking past, but on this side I’m alone, hidden from view by two huge concrete pylons. I see a duck swimming around and around in circles, bobbing its head under the water every few seconds, and I wonder if it keeps its eyes open.

I lean against one of the pylons and let myself slide down on to the ground. The cool, damp concrete feels so good on my back, and just for a second it helps. But underneath my clothes my skin is tight and clammy, and I can feel every thump of my pulse like a jackhammer. Tranquila, chica. The only way out is through.

I close my eyes and suck in the world through my teeth.



The sound of water fades away. Fourteen, fifteen.

What’s your rush?

The only way out is through.

Thirty, thirty-one.

Distant wings beat a faint tiny drum.

That lovely wallpaper.

Forty-five, forty-six, forty-seven. Louder now.

Nudging, twisting, burrowing like it’s got somewhere to be.

Beating, fluttering, banging in my chest.

Sixty-two, sixty-three, and the pain is green.

Cicadas, whirring. Tinny and shrill.

Seventy-four, seventy-five. Eighty.

Ribcage burns and the pain is purple.

It’s in every inch of skin. Every bone I own.

Passando.

Eighty-eight, eighty-nine. The pain is red.

Legs like lead. Noise thickens. Wings.

Stomach contracts like a shot. Atoms shiver.

The pain is grey.

I feel hot breath on my shoulder and I look behind.

The pain is black.

Vamos, chica. Come on, come on.

And I wonder.

What if I do.
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Danny




I knew I’d made a bad call as soon as I pushed open the door of the Lamb and Flag, and the strains of Simon & Garfunkel swelled through the bass-heavy ceiling speakers like a welcoming party. What they said – darkness, me old mucker.

It made it all feel somewhat inevitable, and so, of course, it was.

After Wolfie had stormed out so dramatically, I’d gone down the obvious route of telling Lou that she’d cool down and be back in no time, but I had serious doubts about both of those things. I got a look at her expression just before she lobbed those mugs of tea, and even though it was only seconds before her game face came back down, I can’t deny it shook me. She looked terrified and confused and so, so young. It felt like I was seeing who she really was for the first time, and I knew immediately how badly we’d messed up.

The healthy glow Lou had been working on all those mornings on the patio had bleached back to ashen. I made her a cup of tea and left her redialling Wolfie’s mobile number every couple of minutes, while I went to clean up the corpse of Crystal Mickey. I felt bad for George, of course, but I couldn’t help being a bit smug that after all our run-ins, I’d outlasted that little glass rodent.


I went out to pace the garden to see if getting back to nature would help me think, and retraced our conversation in my head, trying to figure out exactly what Wolfie might have heard. I dug up some carrots (not ready; re-buried), watered the garden (also Ray, just a bit; a genuine mistake, but not sorry), and hosed down the patio before I gave in to the nagging voice on my shoulder that, if I’m honest, had been trying to get my attention since the minute Mickey had taken his fatal swan dive.

I’d barely had a drink for over a month, hadn’t even really wanted one for most of that time, so I figured what’d be the harm of a quick medicinal half just to regroup and steady the nerves.

No, really, I did.

I fell pretty spectacularly off the wagon within about twenty minutes of plotting up at a corner table in the pub for some quiet reflection (I told myself). Because if a month of not drinking had taught me anything, it was that doing a bit of good, honest contemplation really is as helpful as it’s cracked up to be. With my guard well and truly down, I was confident I’d evolved enough to be able to have a civilised drink (two at the most) and come up with a solution to this problem. I mean, hadn’t I come through for all those strangers in the paper? Hadn’t I dug deep and made a difference? Hadn’t the new and improved Danny Mulberry shown that he actually could get something right? Damn straight, absolutely – I told myself after the first measured sip of my sensible half-pint. Surely I could handle one small, angry teenager and an awkward bit of eavesdropping?

But even as the new and improved me was suggesting gently that this could actually be a little bit more serious, it seemed old Danny hadn’t quite left the building. Too late I remembered he’d always been a stubborn bastard. It didn’t take much more than some lukewarm encouragement from the barman and a couple of don’t be a soft bastards before the suggestion of getting a proper-sized drink into me hit the mark, to the resounding approval of a motley collection of men I’d once fancied might be my friends, but who even in the heady mess of the reunion that followed I realised were something slightly less.

When I felt a soft tap on my shoulder, it was with genuine relief that I turned around to see the six of them there. Dom, George and Gentleman. Or Jom, Dorge and General Jam, as I greeted them loudly and enthusiastically while attempting to blink them into a more manageable trio.

With George on the job, I knew there was no point trying to deny I was completely and irrevocably smashed. That is, I was drunk enough to have tripped over a bar stool and spilled a pint down myself, but not too drunk that I couldn’t decipher the looks on the three amigos’ faces. It was disapproval decked out in its Sunday best, and even in my diminished state, I absolutely knew I deserved it.

As it goes, they didn’t even need to say anything, because as I stood there, swaying without a breeze, I caught a blurry glimpse of my reflection in the huge mirror on the wall and saw exactly what they did. A scruffy, middle-aged, selfish man, made up of a lifetime of bad habits strung together by a succession of bad decisions. The guy who always fell at the first hurdle when the going got tough. The guy I thought I’d left behind. Hey hombre, I’m home.

Dom was, as ever, calm, rational and kind. He told me, calmly, rationally and kindly, that he’d come home to find Lou beside herself because Wolfie still wasn’t answering her phone. And because I’d also disappeared and wasn’t answering my phone either, she thought that maybe I’d gone looking and we’d ended up somewhere together. So here they were, in my most likely somewhere, to disprove that theory before moving on. I patted my jeans pocket and pulled out my phone, focusing on a notification that told me I had nine missed calls. I frowned, like it was so very strange that I hadn’t heard them, but we all knew it was nothing of the sort.

‘Wolfie’s run away, Lou’s crying, and you’re DRUNK, Danny.’ George’s accusatory tone wasn’t lost on me and I couldn’t possibly have misread his stance; legs apart, little Lacoste-covered arms crossed firmly over his chest, chin jutting out à la Buzz at his best. ‘Lou reckoned you weren’t going to be here, but I knew you was.’ My judge, juror and executioner had already made his ruling and I couldn’t argue with the facts. The defence rests, your honour.

Dom looked down at the floor and gave Gentleman a reassuring rub on the top of his head, which he was swivelling slowly and incredulously as if to say, This place? This is the famous place you’ve spent so much time instead of with me?

I waited for Dom to correct George’s grammar, counting down wonkily in my head. Three, two . . .

‘Come on, George, let’s go.’

He might just as well have stabbed me in the eye. And when I drained my pint, slammed the glass on the bar and said I was coming with them, he looked at me like the most disappointed man in the world that he was.

‘No, you’re all right, Danny. Best not, eh? You’re not looking too clever, mate, I think you’d better try and sort yourself out. You’re no good to anyone like this.’

I was getting ready to argue the point, but my phone slipped out of my hand, and when I bent to pick it up, I lost what balance I had and ended up on the floor tangled up with a couple of bar stools. By the time I extricated myself, they were at the door. Just before they stepped out into the street, George turned back around and eyeballed me. He planted his feet, tiny hands on tiny hips, and shook his head slowly from side to side. Gentleman curled his lip in solidarity, then they turned on heel and paw and left. Right, then, I thought.

I’ll be honest, it was definitely thight ren.

 

I’ve had a fair bit of experience getting drunk but much less in the area of sobering up in a hurry. I was determined to give it my best shot, though. I had to down two pints of brain-freezingly cold lemonade in quick succession before the room even stopped spinning, but it was a start.

Dom and George hadn’t given me a chance to put forward any theories about where I thought Wolfie might have gone. I didn’t actually have any, but at that point it didn’t take much to turn it into an ‘I’ll show them’ type of situation. I had no idea how to do it, but I decided I was definitely, absolutely, without a doubt going to be the one to find her and bring her home. Prove that the new me hadn’t been a phoney, that my temporary tumble from grace had been a mere hiccup and that Danny Mulberry was back in the game.

Speaking of hiccups, by the time I’d doused my head under the cold tap in the men’s and downed another pint and a half of lemonade, I had the seed of an idea. And, as my dear old dad always said, one good idea and the gumption to follow it through is all you need. I kind of wish I’d been able to recall that a little sooner in my life.

I stepped out of the Lamb and Flag and took in a huge lungful of fresh North-West London air. I ran my fingers through my damp, newly tufty hair and remembered the concentration on Lou’s face as she’d chopped away at it. When I thought about George telling her he’d been right about me being in the pub I tried to shake the image out of my head, which had its own effects.

I felt light-headed, queasy and still nowhere near clever, but at least I could just about manage to stay upright. When I saw a black cab dawdling along the road with its light on, I raised my arm and it pulled over in front of me. I opened the door, took what I thought was a well-judged step, missed, and landed inelegantly on the floor on both knees. But I was in.

‘Err, all right, mate?’

‘Tottenham please, my good sir.’
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It took me a good five minutes to realise that the cab driver wasn’t anyone’s good sir, let alone mine, and was actually a woman called Jaz. Luckily, having an extremely drunk man launch into her cab and tell her not to spare the horses every couple of hundred metres didn’t seem to faze her in the least. In fact, she seemed to find it quite entertaining, particularly the embarrassing moment I realised she wasn’t the ‘geez’ I’d been calling her.

‘Oh, shite, you’re a lady. Sorry about that, mate,’ was delivered with my face squashed up against the glass partition between us. I’d shuffled forward on my knees to introduce myself, which I thought was only polite having just spent the first couple of minutes trying to tie my shoelace, before tipping forward and sliding off the seat. Jaz was extremely gracious and said no apology necessary, most people wouldn’t notice if there was a giant panda up front driving them around, but please would I be so kind as to sit back and put my seatbelt on.

‘Big day, hey, mate?’ Big few weeks more like it, Jaz, and you probably wouldn’t bloody believe me if I told you, I thought.

‘Oh, I’m pretty sure I’ve heard it all before, feel free to try me.’


I knew that if I was getting confused between what I was thinking and what I was saying out loud, I was liable to say or do anything, so under the circumstances I thought it best to keep a lid on it. I smiled, sat back and crossed my legs as God knows how many pints of beer and lemonade came home to roost.

When we got to Lou’s flat (which was a near miracle in itself, with no actual address and only a month-old memory of Tottenham’s landmarks), I was going to wing it and tell Jaz I might have to wait a couple of minutes for my friend to get home with a key, but not two seconds after we pulled up I saw a man with both hands full of grocery bags heading in the direction of the building. When he stopped and put the bags down on the doorstep to find his keys, I leaped into action and jumped out of the cab, throwing Jaz my Halifax card through the window.

‘For security. Keep the meter running, babe. I’ll be back, I promise. Don’t go anywhere.’ I was about to run, then I turned back and added, ‘Please. And sorry about the babe thing, man. Ma’am. I owe you.’

‘Yeah, well that’s the general idea, mate.’ Jaz had a point, but she also had my debit card and she was smiling, so I was hopeful she was on board.

I slipped in the front door behind the guy just seconds before it shut, made it up the stairs with only a slight stumble, and knocked on the door of the flat. No answer. But if there was a teenage girl in there hiding out, she wouldn’t, would she? I sent up a silent prayer, steadied myself on the wall, and slid the mat aside with my foot. The key I’d seen Wolfie so casually drop was there, for which my bladder and I were extremely grateful.

‘If you’re here, Wolfie, fair warning, I’m coming in.’

There was no sound from inside, and as soon as I pushed open the door I knew she wasn’t there. The place had a definite air of emptiness, but I quickly checked every room to confirm no signs of life before heading for the loo. After enjoying the relief only a long-held bladder can know, I splashed my face with water again and looked around the small, neat bathroom. I wondered if Lou missed brushing her teeth in that pale-pink sink, or curling her toes into that soft fluffy mat, and when I went back out to the lounge and looked around at the furniture, the books, the pictures, all the stuff that made up my sister’s life, it struck me how easily she’d walked away from it.

I was still musing on that when I wandered into the kitchen. The counter was strewn with packets of crisps, a bag of Haribo, several jumbo packs of mini chocolate bars and, quite out of place amongst all that junk food, three apples and a banana. I was positive none of it had been there the day we took Lou and Wolfie back to Belsize Park, because Dom and I had rinsed out our cups while we waited for them to pack their things. That meant Wolfie (and hopefully not a squatter who was hiding in the hall cupboard waiting to jump out and attack me) clearly had been here since that day and, judging by the number of empty packets when I looked in the bin, on a regular basis. The thought disturbed me, because if I didn’t know that, what else didn’t I know about what my niece was doing while she was supposedly getting an education?

I flicked through a pile of mail on the tiny kitchen table then turned over the tatty newspaper underneath and came face to face with my photo in the month-old copy of the Double. I was shocked at the instant spark of recognition for that guy who’d come off second best to life and a purple felt tip, when I thought I’d changed so much.

I shook my head and took a couple of deep breaths, trying to regain some focus, and glanced across the kitchen to Wolfie’s bedroom. There was a note stuck to the half-open door, which I hadn’t noticed in my rush for the loo, and when I walked over I recognised Dom’s handwriting.



Hi Wolfie, please, please call your mother if you see this. She’s very worried about you. George and me too. Please come home. Love Dom x.


Of course. Of course they would already have been here. They probably checked here before they even came to the pub; it was the obvious place to look. It made me feel a bit stupid that I didn’t have even a vague back-up plan for my one so-called good idea, but I wasn’t quite ready to give up.

Even though I’d glanced in when I first got there, the thought of going right in to Wolfie’s room felt like a bit of an invasion of privacy, but I told myself I was looking for clues. It was much neater than I would have expected a teenager’s room to be, but then I already knew Wolfie was no ordinary teenager. When they zig, you zag. I laughed out loud at the sudden (and welcome) reappearance of my father’s voice. He’d loved that saying and he would have loved Wolfie, no doubt about it. I reckon that kid could zag for England.

I walked slowly around the room, trailing my fingers along the bookcase and over the desk, which was almost clear except for three textbooks propped against the windowsill, an A4 notepad and one of those Japanese lucky cat ornaments. When I tapped its golden paw, it waved obligingly and I had a nostalgic pang for Crystal Mickey. The window looked out on to the street and I could see Jaz leaning against the bonnet of the cab, scrolling through her phone.

Wolfie’s bed was made but slightly rumpled, like someone had lain down on top of the covers, and when I sat on the edge, a slow-moving tidal wave of weariness washed over me. With no clues jumping out, it looked like I’d reached a dead end, and I leaned back on the pillows, my eyelids dangerously heavy. Mustn’t fall asleep, mustn’t fall asleep. Maybe I could close them just for a second, but keep my feet on the floor? I slow-blinked a couple of times and suddenly I wasn’t tired any more, although it took me a little while longer to work out what I was looking at.

The ceiling of Wolfie’s bedroom was almost entirely covered with pieces of paper in all different colours and sizes, stuck at random angles. Some had single words written in large, printed letters and others had phrases or sentences scrawled in the thick black, blue and red cursive.


TRY

YES YOU CAN!

Who loves ya, baby? Lou loves ya, baby.

TRY HARDER

You can do it!

LIGHT

DREAM

A bright mind breeds a light mind.

Everything good lives on the other side of fear.

DON’T BE AFRAID

Pain is a colour.

A MAL TIEMPO, BUENA CARA

KEEP TRYING

Do it for you, do it for Lou.

IT’S ALWAYS IMPOSSIBLE UNTIL YOU DO IT!

VAMOS, CHICA!

Don’t blow away.

STAY

Everything passes, even UNhappiness.

THE ONLY WAY OUT IS THROUGH

Con todo el amor del mundo


I read every one of them, working my way across the ceiling and back several times. I recognised a couple of the Spanish ones from Lou’s leg cast, and when I repeated them in my head, it was Wolfie’s voice I heard. Wide awake and feeling a lot more sober, I swung myself off the bed and walked over to the window again. Jaz was sitting back inside the cab, low in her seat, possibly being lulled to sleep by the reassuring sound of the meter ticking over.

I caught a very slight movement in the corner of my vision, and there’s something about your own name being pointed at by a waving golden cat that really gets your attention, isn’t there? When I’d run my fingers over the notepad on Wolfie’s desk, I hadn’t taken any notice of what was written on the top page, but when I pulled it across the desk so it was the right way up and in front of me, you’d better believe I did.

Dear Danny Mulberry.

I sank down into the chair and read every word over three handwritten pages as a monsoon of pennies plummeted down. I closed my eyes and tried to control the dizziness that had snuck back up on me, and when the room stopped moving, I flicked back through page after page of unfinished attempts – some pressed so hard with the pen that the paper was torn, one abandoned with a single line scratched through.

Dear Uncle Danny

I went back out into the kitchen, still holding the notepad, and looked at the crisp packets and chocolate and the lonely fruit, and pictured Wolfie alone in this flat, when she was meant to be at school or bogus detention, lying on her bed surrounded by as much junk food as she wanted, staring at the ceiling. I tore off those pages, filled with all the things she couldn’t say out loud to anyone, except an almost stranger, a man she was so desperate to believe might have the answers, and I folded them up and put them in my pocket.

I downed two mugs of tap water, grabbed a bag of mini-Twix off the bench, and pulled the door of the flat shut behind me. My mouth was stale, my stomach was churning like a bread mixer, but as I pushed the key into my jeans pocket and jogged down the stairs I felt strangely clear-headed for a man in my condition.

‘Hiya, mate.’

Jaz looked quite pleased to see me. Which made sense, considering what I guessed would be a fairly sizable fare by now.

‘Rightio, Jaz. What are we up to?’

‘Just ticked over to forty-two fifty. Sorry, but you’ve been bloody ages.’

‘No worries, money well spent, as it goes. And look, I can see why I might have given you the wrong first impression, so first things first, let’s fix up the forty-two fifty to show you I’m good for it. Actually, what the hell, make it forty-five.’

Jaz looked vaguely amused and one eyebrow disappeared up under her cap, but she tapped my card on her machine then passed it back to me.

‘OK, what now? Are you off? We done?’

‘No such luck, Jaz. I’ve got a plan and it involves you. If you’re willing to stay on the meter for . . . well, for as long as it takes really.’

‘A fare’s a fare, mate. If you’re paying, I’m driving.’

‘Right, excellent. OK, here’s what we’re going to do. I’ve got—’ I squinted one eye and tried to do some quick calculations in my head, factoring in my earlier unsuccessful punt at the Lamb (which I’d just remembered), when my previously lucky fruit machine had swallowed sixty pounds in fifteen minutes without so much as a fiver return. ‘Well, let’s call it virtually unlimited funds, give or take the price of a pint. We’re on a mission to find a girl, Jaz!’

Both of Jaz’s eyebrows shot out of sight this time. ‘Listen, mate—’

‘Danny, please. Call me Danny.’

‘Listen, Danny, you seem like a nice bloke. I think I can . . .’ She cleared her throat tactfully. ‘I mean, I can take you somewhere within about a mile of here if you want to, err, “find a lady”.’ She mimed some air quotes and gave me a wink, which was kind of lovely until I realised what she thought I meant.

‘No, no, no. Shit no! Not that kind of girl. Not that there’s anything wrong with . . . No, I mean it’s a particular girl, my . . . my niece actually.’ I was surprised at the pride in my voice and that really was lovely.

‘My niece.’ I repeated it louder the second time. ‘She’s fifteen and she’s, well, she’s not exactly missing . . . I mean, it’s only been a couple of hours, but her mother, my sister—’ There was that pride again. ‘She’s worried, because there was kind of a misunderstanding. I need to find her as soon as possible so we can, you know, iron it all out.’

‘Ah, righto. Fifteen. Got it. I know what that’s like. My eldest is fourteen and I’ve been having a bit of a rough time with her recently. Teenage girls, you just never know what they’re thinking, do you?’

For once, I felt entirely qualified to agree wholeheartedly.

‘Listen, Jaz, I know it’s a long shot. It’s just that the reason Wolfie ran off was sort of my fault and I’m new at this uncle business, so I want to get it right. I think she might . . . well, I’ve just got a feeling that she needs me. So I have to give it a go, you know?’

Out loud, it sounded pretty lame even to me, but on the other hand, what if my father was right? When they zig, you zag, Danny. Maybe riding around in the back of a black cab looking for a small girl in a big city was the dumbest, most pointless plan in the world, but maybe, just maybe, it was the perfect zag.

‘I’m in, Danny. Like I said, if you’re paying, I’m driving.’ Jaz pulled her door shut then looked back up at me. It seemed like she might have been going to say something, but then changed her mind at the last minute. ‘Get in, let’s go.’

I did the only thing I could think of at that moment, which apart from getting in, as ordered, was to pelt a handful of mini-Twix at her through the little slot in the partition.


‘There you go, don’t say I don’t love ya, mate. No, not . . . oh, shit. Sorry.’

But there was no time for regret as in one smooth movement, Jaz ripped open a Twix, put the whole thing in her mouth, then pulled her cap down tight and put her pedal to the metal. As fast as a black cab was permitted to go in Central London anyhow, so maybe twenty miles an hour.

And, as I sat in the back, bouncing along on a mission to cover every street in London if I needed to, every time I blinked, a lone word on Wolfie’s ceiling flashed on and off in my brain like a dodgy light bulb.


STAY

STAY

STAY
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Wolfie




There’s a warm metal taste in my mouth and I’m looking at a concrete sky.

My breath is slow and measured. Almost like an afterthought.

The sky has rivets and it’s making a low humming sound.

It takes a few seconds to blink through the fog in my eyes and realise where I am. My sky is not the sky. I lie there listening to the hollow thud of feet on the bridge above my head and enjoy the miracle of my chest rising and falling on its own. Easy. Effortless. Nothing to see here, folks.

I’ve got no idea how long I’ve been lying here; it feels like it could be hours, but when I push off my elbows into a sitting position I see the same duck. Still there, still swimming in circles. That is, it looks like the same one, but also, seen one duck seen them all.

My backpack’s lying beside my feet, where it was when I slid down the pylon all those hours or minutes or seconds ago. I reach inside it and find my phone to look at the time. 5.27, it tells me. Minutes, then.

But hours since I ran.
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Danny




If it had been left up to me and possibly any other cab driver in London, there’s a good chance we would have ended up just driving around in random circles until my debit card had been milked dry. But it turned out I’d hit the jackpot for the second time in as many months when I flagged down Jaz.

As it happened, we did drive around in circles, but they were far from random because once we were back on the outskirts of Camden, Jaz pulled over to put a little meat on the bones of the plan. ‘OK, look, if you’re going to be slinging me all this cash, I wouldn’t feel right unless we’re working to some kind of system. Otherwise, we’re just floating around like a couple of snowflakes in a hurricane, aren’t we?’

I didn’t say, but that actually sounded fairly close to the situation inside my head at that stage. I was definitely not sober, but in a close enough neighbourhood to know that my dry mouth and woolly brain were probably going to get worse before they got better.

Jaz took a notepad and pen out of her console and sketched a rough map of North-West London, although, as she proudly informed me, this was mostly for my benefit because her enlarged hippocampus (a well-proven by-product of the London Knowledge, apparently) meant she’d already mentally plotted out a proposed route. Her plan was to drive in a rough spiral, working our way from the outside in and ending up back in Belsize Park, with luck finding Wolfie somewhere along the way.

Jaz passed the map back through the glass partition.

‘What do you think?’

It was certainly better than my standard scattergun approach to things and, actually, Jaz seemed to have a knack of making things sound easy – even something as far-fetched as this. Although my criminally underused voice of reason was pointing out none too quietly that the chances of finding Wolfie were slim – the very longest of long shots, in fact – the nagging worry that had formed in my gut after seeing that stuff on the ceiling was tipping the balance. Because if Wolfie wasn’t conveniently stomping around the streets waiting to be found, the potential range of alternatives was not something I really wanted to think about. Jaz and her spiral were all I had and, however flimsy a plan, it was definitely better than sitting in the Lamb and Flag being everyone’s biggest disappointment. I passed the map back and rapped my debit card on the glass way more confidently than I felt.

‘Love your work, Jaz. Spiral it is. Rack ’em up, babe!’

As we pulled back out into traffic, Jaz propped her scribbled but very logical map on the dash and something struck me. From a distance that spiral looked a bit like circles, getting smaller and smaller towards the middle, and surely my father’s sage advice would work in reverse, too? Ever-decreasing circles? The thought definitely made me feel a lot more cheerful.
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Danny




I have a theory that barbers and black cab drivers must be the sanest people in London. All that chatting in the line of duty has got to be so much better than any kind of therapy. Jaz, who seemed extremely sane, barely drew breath as we crawled through the streets of Camden Town, South Hampstead and skirted the edges of the Heath. The sound of her voice against the background chug of the motor was melodic and reassuring, and I felt safe and comfy tucked up there in the back of the cab. And also just a little bit regal, which probably had a fair bit to do with me still being about two and a half sheets to the wind, despite trying to delude myself otherwise. I resisted the urge to wave at my subjects as we drove slowly through Primrose Hill, but it was strong.

After about an hour I could probably have cracked it on Mastermind with my specialist subject, The Life and Times of Jaz, the Lady Cab Driver. As high streets and houses slid by, Jaz told me about her four daughters, who ranged in age from five to the problematic fourteen-year-old. Absolute blinders they were, every one of them, according to Jaz, despite the fact their father had turned out to be a prize-winning liar and cheat.


She’d met him at school when they were thirteen, married at nineteen. Neither of them ever had eyes for anyone else, proper little Romeo and Juliet, they were. But when she was five months pregnant with the last one, little Jojo, Jaz had come home early from her evening cleaning job and found the kids home alone watching telly and Lucas next door shagging the neighbour.

‘Turned out she was far from the first, and actually everyone but me knew he’d had eyes for quite a few other people even before we got married. What a mug.’

I wanted to say, No, Jaz, you’re never a mug if it’s love. Nothing ventured, nothing gained, and actually you might just be my hero for sticking it out for fifteen years and what’s your secret? But if I’d learned anything over the past month of giving advice, it’s that the key is remembering not everything is about me. Or at least not letting on.

‘Trust me, you’re no mug, Jaz.’

‘Yeah, I know. I was talking about him.’

As Jaz cut a corner and with a tricky manoeuvre turned into a shortcut to a laneway where a group of teens stood around scuffing the ground (but not my teen), she told me how she’d been accepted to do the London Knowledge on the same red letter day her divorce had come through. Her grandparents gave up their own house to move in with her in her three-up two-down rental to help look after the kids, and for the next two years, eleven months and eight days she’d spent ten hours a day out on her scooter enlarging her hippocampus, and cleaned offices at night. When she finally got her green badge, her grandfather cried and told her he was the proudest man in London.

‘It’s the only time I’ve ever seen him cry, before or since,’ she said. ‘And I don’t think anything will ever top that day. I mean, I love my kids like crazy and everything I do is for them, but knowing I made my grandad proud after what he gave up to get to this country was the best day of my life.’


So then, as we motored through Golders Hill, Jaz told me about her grandfather and grandmother who’d arrived in London from Pakistani Punjab in 1959, with two small children and three suitcases between them. Her grandfather had given up his job as a teacher to come to a strange country, and ended up selling fruit and veg at Spitalfields Market. Best career move ever, he said, and he’d never regretted a minute of it.

He worked every single day, and not only put a roof over his family’s heads but also both his children through university. Even after Jaz’s father and aunt qualified and opened their pharmacy together in Shoreditch (which was still operating after thirty-five years), her grandfather kept on working. Because he believed with every fibre of his proud and humble heart that the key to succeeding at life was to remain busy and useful and make every penny an honest one.

‘Didn’t retire until last year when he was eighty-four, and even then he only stopped because his knees weren’t up to it any more,’ Jaz said. ‘He reckons after he gets his letter for a replacement, he might resurrect the stall so he can make enough money to take one last trip home before he dies, and I wouldn’t put it past him.’

She told me how, growing up, she’d sit on her grandfather’s knee and listen to his stories of home; the beauty of the landscapes, the rich colours of the skies, and the soft mists that rose off the rivers at dusk. ‘There’s no place like home,’ he’d say, and even as a little girl, she understood how much he’d sacrificed to provide his unborn grandchildren and great-grandchildren with their life of opportunity.

‘When I got married so young, I always felt like I’d let my grandparents down a bit,’ Jaz said. ‘That maybe ending up with four kids and a philandering fitter and turner wasn’t quite what they’d had in mind for me. But that day I saw my grandfather cry with happiness, that was the day I realised there’s more than one way to make someone’s dream come true. I might not have ended up a dentist or a teacher or a pharmacist, but I get out here on the streets every day and make a good and useful job of things, and that’s all my grandad ever wanted for us.’ Jaz tilted her head so she could see me in the mirror. ‘Know what I mean?’ As we crawled along the tree-lined streets of Maida Vale, I could only nod and smile in wonder at the marvel of the universe and all its sneaky synchronicity.

‘You got kids of your own, Danny?’

‘Me? No.’

But when I heard myself say it, instead of feeling like I’d dodged a bullet, like the guys down the pub would always tell me, I found myself thinking about George and Wolfie and those four little blinders waiting at home for Jaz.

‘Not to worry. I’ve made up for it in spades, haven’t I?’ She flashed me a wink in the mirror. ‘But we sure did make some cute ones, Lucas and me.’

She hauled the steering wheel around and headed down a side street I hadn’t even noticed and, as we bumped along, I thought about the cute kids I’d quite possibly narrowly avoided with the various lovely patient women who’d endured me. And about Jaz being so sure at thirteen that Lucas was the one for her, and how she could still get up every day and be a decent, productive person even after she found out he wasn’t. I thought about myself at thirteen and how the only thing I’d been sure of was that I was never going to see my mother again, and how it was possible that thirty-nine-year-old me was maybe just now figuring out how much that had affected everything I’d ever done since. Or not done. Because, if I was honest, I’d never really believed in anything since my mother died. Not even myself.

We crawled past a community centre with a load of OAPs standing around chatting on the footpath. I scanned the crowd of bobbing grey and white heads for a small, dark, teenaged one, but there was no sign of Wolfie.

‘No?’


‘Nope. Not really her scene, though, I wouldn’t think. But good try, thanks, Jaz.’

She executed a neat three-point turn and we headed back to the high street. A couple of the oldies looked curiously into the back of the cab and I gave them a wave. One old dear looked so delighted it nearly made me cry. Was life going to be so simple when I got to her age that a game of bingo and a wave from a stranger in the back of a black cab were the highlights of my day?

‘I tell you what though, Danny, there’s nothing better than seeing those crazy buggers’ little faces in the morning.’ It was a second or two before I realised Jaz wasn’t talking about my pensioner friends. ‘They’re a handful, no doubt about it, but I’d literally lay down my life for those little ones, no questions asked.’ She braked sharply. ‘Hold on, I’m just going to duck down here. There’s an alley at the back of those offices where I’ve seen some schoolkids having a sneaky smoke once or twice.’

I held on to the door handle as Jaz swerved elegantly left, still thinking about what she’d just said. Her words had jolted me back to the day Lou was born, when my father had come into my room to say goodnight, holding my sleeping baby sister. He held her close to my face and said, Room for a little one, Danny? Then he tucked her under my chin in the nook of my neck, and I remember being scared to breathe because I’d never felt anything so wonderful in my life.

I sat forward on the wide, slippery seat and put my head close to the window, turning my face into the wind. My eyes and nose began to water but I pushed my head further out and wondered what else my dear, funny, lovely old father would have recommended for this situation. The wind fell away as we pulled up at a red light.

‘You OK, Danny?’

‘Yeah. I’m OK, I just—’ I scrubbed at my eyes with my sleeve. ‘I’d just really like to find Wolfie, that’s all.’ My eyes met Jaz’s in the rear-view mirror, and she gave a short, sharp nod.


‘I know, mate. Look, I can’t promise you we’ll find her, but I can promise you I’ll give it my best. You’re in good hands.’

The thing was, I did feel like I was in good hands, but with the best will in the world, if Wolfie was holed up in a cafe, if she’d jumped on a Tube or a bus to God knows where, to do God knows what, the chances of finding her were slim to none.

Jaz crossed something off on her little map, and I slid back down into my seat as we crawled around West London like a couple of snowflakes in a hurricane.
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Wolfie




I have sixteen missed calls from Lou and four from Dom. When I see the notifications, my chest contracts elastically a few times, and I wonder if I can just lie back down among the litter and duck poo for a bit and see what happens.

I’m still holding my phone when it starts to vibrate. It’s a number I don’t recognise and when I swipe and put it to my ear, I listen to Jay from EE with his kind offer of a handset upgrade. He gives up after a few attempts to make me talk, but I keep the phone pressed to my ear and look up at the concrete sky and wonder about those minutes I was gone.

A throaty cough, very close, makes me almost jump out of my skin.

‘You all right, girl?’

I turn my head and see a huge moth silhouetted against the light. When I put my hand up to shade my eyes, it comes into view properly – much more human, a man wrapped in a tartan blanket, both arms held away from his sides, bottle of something hanging from one hand. I should probably stand up, but being low almost feels like an advantage at this point.


‘What do you want? Have you been watching me?’ I feel my heart rate ramping up, but the moth man looks more amused than dangerous.

‘I was here first, love.’ He indicates with his head over his shoulder into the shadows, where I hadn’t noticed a shanty townhouse made of boxes and rusted shopping trolleys. One trolley is on its side, slightly apart from the rest. It looks like it’s meant to be the garden shed and it instantly makes me think of Danny.

‘You didn’t look too good after you tipped over, so I put that under your head.’ He points his bottle at the ground behind me and I see a grubby cushion with the stuffing poking out of it, and what looks like spots of fresh blood.

‘When I—?’ I put my hand to my forehead and feel grit and warmth, and when I take my fingers away, they’re streaked red.

‘You’re all right, girl, just a graze, I reckon.’ I stare at my hand. It starts to shake slightly and a wave of nausea washes over me. The thought of this guy leaning over me to lift my head and place the cushion isn’t as terrifying as the realisation I have no memory of it. I open my mouth to try to speak, tell him to back off, stay away, I’m armed, dangerous, anything. But the more I look at him, and the more he looks back, the less afraid I feel. I stand up, though, because that much I can do now.

The moth man takes a step backwards and peels the blanket from his shoulders. It looks like he’s got about five layers of clothes on, but all his shirts are tucked neatly into his trousers and secured with a belt. He’s wearing a floppy felt hat that looks like something a cool girl’s lost at Glastonbury. I search for the words Lou would use to describe him if he showed up at her office. Street suave, maybe.

He holds the blanket out to me. ‘Wrap this around you, love, you’ve got the wobbles on.’ My face must give me away because he laughs. ‘Don’t worry, princess, it’s clean enough. They let me do my laundry out the back at the food bank.’ He puts his face into it and sniffs deeply. ‘Fresh as a daisy.’

I’m embarrassed that I hesitated, and I bite the bullet and reach for the blanket. I wrap it around me and he’s right. It smells of washing power and wine, and it’s perfect for someone with the wobbles on. We stand and watch each other while the duck swims in circles.

‘Feel better now?’

I don’t want to play my hand too early because I don’t know how long he’s been there, what he knows, so I say I’m fine and thanks for asking.

‘What are you doing down here anyway? This is no place for a kid.’

‘I’m not a kid, I’m fifteen.’ I realise, even as I say it, that I’m giving him a gift and he doesn’t miss a trick.

‘Ah, my mistake.’ He lifts his hat and bows. ‘You’re practically a pensioner.’ Then he’s out and out laughing at me, but I don’t care because it was a gift, and because when he laughs, all the wrinkles in the world land on his face and it looks amazing.

‘What’s your name, girlie?’

‘Wolfie.’

He looks like he’s mulling it over. ‘Funny name.’

‘It’s after a singer in a band my mother used to like,’ I say. ‘And it’s not that funny. Anyhow, what’s yours?’

His cheeks puff out into a laugh and the wrinkles have a field day. ‘Billy Ben-Hur.’

‘Bloody hell, you’ve got a cheek.’ I’m quite surprised when I laugh as well.

‘What were you doing before? Before you tipped over.’

‘What?’ I don’t know, I don’t know. Don’t ask me that. Nothing. Everything. Saving my mother. Saving myself. ‘Nothing.’

‘I saw you. What were you doing? You on drugs?’

‘Of course not, I’m fifteen, mate. And I’m not stupid.’


I feel a bit bad then, because the guy clearly isn’t just high on life himself, and that big old bottle of whatever-it-is is right there in his hand.

‘I saw you.’

‘Yeah? Well, I can see you too, mate. What are you doing? What’s your story?’

And that’s just asking for it really, bloke like that.

So Billy Ben-Hur takes the load off on a patch of river grass and tells me his story. Real name William Bonheur, but forty years ago at university, when he makes it on to the wrestling team someone says his last name sounds like Ben-Hur. It’s not much of a stretch to the nickname that sees him through four years and ninety-one unbeaten bouts of university wrestling. Fast-forward thirty years later and, when he winds up on the street, the name makes a comeback.

‘To remind me of the fight,’ he says, and takes a long, slow swig from the bottle. ‘You win some, you lose some, but you always gotta roll the dice and stay in the fight.’ I don’t know what to say to that so I say nothing.

‘You got it made, girl, name like yours. Wolves are survivors.’ He puts the bottle between his feet and leans back against the pylon. ‘But they need their pack.’

He picks up the bottle again almost straight away and points to a moss-covered wall underneath the lowest part of the bridge. ‘See that wall over there? That’s my house, my car, my job, my marriage, everything. Took me close on ten years, but I got there. Pissed it all right up against that very wall.’ I lean forward and peer across to the wall, trying to see what he’s talking about. Looks like moss to me.

‘And you know what? I’d roll the dice and do it all again if you gave me half a chance.’ He takes another deep swig from the bottle then wipes his mouth. ‘That’s my story, little wolf. That’s who I am.’

The footsteps above our heads have subsided and the faint drumming feels a long, long way away. It makes the other sounds of the river louder now. The buzz of dragonflies, the sudden shout of a kid on the towpath, the words of a man I just met who I feel I’ve known for a million years. My own voice.

‘My mother tried to kill herself.’
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The thing about spirals and ever-decreasing circles is that if you follow the rules, at some point you get to the middle. In our case, thanks to Jaz’s enlarged hippocampus and detailed record-keeping (and the fact that we’d passed three of my former workplaces in fifteen minutes), it became pretty clear we’d begun the approach to our middle. With no sign of Wolfie, that also meant we were approaching the failure of the plan, which, the soberer I became, seemed more and more inevitable.

Apart from a couple of pit stops at garages for us to pop to the loo or grab water, snacks and coffee, we’d been driving for close to three hours. We’d eaten the entire packet of mini-Twix, plus two sausage rolls and a Magnum each, and even though the traffic wasn’t exactly what you’d call free-flowing, we’d managed to cover quite a lot of ground. At the very least, I’d certainly had the grand tour of North-West London for my growing investment.

I’d kept my eye on the meter, and each time it got to around thirty pounds, I told Jaz to rack it up. I’d tap my card on the machine in the back of the cab, clear the debt and we’d start again. At first it had been to show her I was good for it and not some nutter that was going to leg it at the next traffic lights. But even though Jaz thought that was hilarious and said she totally backed herself against me on foot, somehow it made me feel better every time we wiped the slate clean. Like it was a fresh start, the next stage of the plan, and with every tap we might be closer to finding Wolfie. In a way it also felt quite fitting, kind of like a reversal of fortunes on a fruit machine. After the third time she told me I was getting annoying, but I saw her smile.

In the few hours I’d known Jaz, I felt like I’d found out more about her than I had most of my long-term girlfriends. Not only did I know the entire story of her family heritage and the ins and outs of the London Knowledge, I also knew that Gemma, her eight-year-old, had learning difficulties but was a champion trier; that Sasha, her eldest, wanted to be an Instagram influencer (over Jaz’s dead body); that Mila, the eleven-year-old, was planning on being the youngest person to go into space; and that Jojo, the littlest, had recently called her father a lying tosser. Fair play, really.

I’d also done my share of the talking and, ready or not, Jaz found out more about me than either of us expected. While we pootled down Upper Street, Islington, I told her about Lou and Wolfie (although not everything) and how my temporary stay in Dom’s garden shed last year had turned into something else. As we cruised the streets of St John’s Wood in our well-calculated spiral, I talked about Dom and George and their beautiful missing Kath. When we stopped at a crossing in Swiss Cottage to let three old ladies and a poodle straggle across the road, I told her how I met Gentleman, and how now he’d achieved every dog’s dream and swapped a brush with death in the pound for a life of luxury in Belsize Park.

Then, without even thinking too much about it, as we turned down an almost hidden side street near Highgate Cemetery, I told Jaz about the morning Ray got his money shot of me in the back of the police car. How nice young Pete Barker from the Double had written his bogus story and how everything had gone a bit crazy. But how me writing back to all those strangers to try and give them something to hold on to had actually given me something to hold on to myself.

Jaz was still marvelling at the fact she’d been carting around a minor celebrity (her words), when I told her the rest about Lou and Wolfie. How they came to be back in my life after all those years of being lost, and that now I couldn’t imagine a life without them in it. And how I never saw that coming; like my mother’s one-way trip to Brighton and my father dying with his warm cup of tea and his overflowing gutters. I told Jaz about my sister and her moped and the Tesco van that she did see coming, and that even after everything that’d happened – or maybe even because of it – I thought we were going to be OK, Lou and me.

Then, because it was so easy to talk to the back of Jaz’s head, I told her how badly we’d blown it when Wolfie overheard us talking about the accident that wasn’t quite. About what I’d seen on her bedroom ceiling and that letter she’d written and not sent. I told Jaz I needed to let Wolfie know it wasn’t just her and Lou any more, she had me now. And that, actually, she’d had me at hello when she rocked up in her Bob Dylan T-shirt and fake glasses and smart-mouthed me out of the water.

Jaz went quiet for a couple of blocks, and I wondered if she was disappointed that I’d revealed myself as a fraudulent spiritual advisor who couldn’t even manage his own life. I saw her eyes flick to the side mirrors, then she indicated and slid the cab into a parking space on the side of the road. Well, that’s my lot, I thought. She’s going to demand that last twenty-eight fifty on the meter and kick me out in the middle of— Where were we? I looked out of the window and realised we were on Haverstock Hill, almost back at the Lamb and Flag. Spirals. Ever-decreasing circles. Who knew? At least it wasn’t going to be much of a walk home.


Jaz cut the engine and twisted around to face me. She pushed her cap back on her head and looked at me without speaking for a couple of seconds. She had kind brown eyes and a tiny raised scar on the bridge of her nose, and I’m sorry but I couldn’t help noticing.

She pointed at me through the little slot in the partition.

‘You know what you are, don’t you, Danny?’

‘An idiot?’

‘What?’ I jumped as the unexpected sound of her laughter reverberated around the cab. Shit, worse than an idiot? ‘No, you’re not an idiot. You, my friend, are a very good egg.’

Well, that was unexpected. She wriggled a bit more in her seat, so we were almost square on.

‘Listen, Danny, honest to God, there’s nothing more important than family. Look what my grandparents gave up for theirs to have a better life, even though sixty years later they still think about home every single day. Look at my mum and dad and how they just kept on loving and supporting me, even though I was nineteen and having all the babies and they knew Lucas was a wrong ’un from the start.’ She paused and smiled. ‘Even Jojo’s figured that out quicker than I did.’

‘Look, I don’t think it matters how it happened, or when it happened, or even that it was a complete bloody fluke it happened. What matters is that you had the guts to face up to your past when it shirt-fronted you, and I reckon that makes you a pretty good man. Better than most, actually.’

I was so shocked that, for a moment, all I could do was stare silently at Jaz. I wondered what she’d say if I told her to reverse up and take this baby for another spin around the North Circular. Use the fare to take her kids to Le Gavroche for lunch. It’d be worth every penny after what I’d just heard.

But then I looked out of the window at the familiar landscape of posh houses and neat gardens, and I knew it was time for me to go home. I hadn’t found Wolfie – I’d failed at that – but at least I could walk in a straight line, get that key in the door first try, and make my apologies like a good man. Better than most, apparently.

And if Wolfie still wasn’t home, then we’d work out something together. All of us. Something a bit more sensible than an impulsive plan to drive around London, not quite aimlessly, in a black cab. No offence to Jaz because, despite everything – abject failure, drunkenness, speed sobriety and suffering my hangover within a very concentrated period (do not recommend) – I’d had a pretty bloody lovely time actually. Most definitely worth – I did a quick mental recap – about a hundred and ninety-five pounds. Give or take the price of a few pints. I hadn’t realised I’d spoken aloud until Jaz swivelled back around and started the engine.

‘Yeah, me too. Best time I’ve ever had in this cab.’ She flicked the indicator and pulled out into the road. ‘With my clothes on anyway.’ When I snuck a look in the rear-view mirror, Jaz’s face was deadpan and I couldn’t help a bit of a chuckle at being outplayed at my own game. I kind of liked it.

‘Sixty-seven Glenmore Road please, my good woman.’
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I feel a sudden loosening in my chest and throat, and I think how weird it is that this is who I’ve said it to. This guy.

I wait for him to speak. He finally drags his gaze away from the wall and looks at me.

‘It happens.’

It happens? I catch my breath, ready. But my chest is still. It happens.

‘What matters is she failed. Some mistakes are bigger than others, little wolf.’

He takes another drag on the bottle, and when he’s finished, he gestures around the riverbank. ‘Know what this place is called?’ He points to a pitted plaque on one of the pylons. ‘Blow-Up Bridge. Know why they call it that?’

I don’t, of course, but I don’t answer because I’m still thinking about what he’s just said and I already know he’s going to tell me.

‘Because one day a hundred and fifty-odd years ago, some bright spark thought that carrying five tonnes of gunpowder and a few barrels of petroleum together on the same barge was a good idea. Ready-made torpedo, exploded to smithereens right here. Now that was a big mistake.’ He looks around like there might still be some debris to point out to me.

‘Took the bridge with it. They reckon fish rained from the sky that day in the West End.’ He chuckles. ‘I’d have liked to see that. My only regret.’ I get the feeling he could be serious. He rummages around in his trouser pocket and pulls out a single bent cigarette, puts it to his lips, and then goes back to the pocket to look for a light.

‘I am the master of my fate, I am the captain of my soul. You know that one?’ I nod yes, because we did it this year in English. ‘William Ernest Henley. Most people take it to mean that having free will is the pinnacle of the human condition. But see, it’s also the thing we need to be the most careful of, little wolf.’ He finds his light, then sucks back on the cigarette like he’s been saving it for a week.

‘Your mother knows that, I reckon.’

The silence ticks by and I wonder if he’s finished. I don’t want him to be finished. When the cigarette is halfway smoked, he stubs it out carefully on the ground, blows on the end and puts it back in his pocket.

‘The good people stay close, girl, that’s how you know they’re the good people.’ And because it feels important to understand what he means, I ask if his wife wasn’t good people because she didn’t stay close. If he thinks things would have been different for him if she’d stayed and rolled the dice. Fought the fight. Shut the door to keep the rest of the world out and just lived in his madness with him.

Too late I realise it’s selfish and clumsy to talk to a man with no home about closing doors, but he looks at me long and hard and I know I’m going to remember those denim-coloured eyes for ever. Then he shakes his head slowly and smiles like he knows something.

‘I’m the one, little wolf. I’m the one who didn’t stay close.’

I look over at the wall where he’s pissed a house, a car, a wife, a life away, and I don’t need to ask him anything else. We sit there next to each other in silence, and I don’t know what he’s thinking, but I’m thinking how strange it is to finally meet the only person in the world that really knows who I am.

And then in a whoosh of air, he’s up.

‘Time to go. Business to do.’

I stand up and pass him back his blanket, then reach into the outside pocket of my backpack for the twenty-pound note Lou put there for emergencies. I hand it to him and hope he won’t be offended. He takes it, folds it in half lengthways and salutes me with it. Then he laughs and pushes it into the depths of one of his many pockets.

He goes to walk away, then takes a few steps back and stoops down so our eyes are nearly level. He says a thing and while I’m still thinking about it he’s gone, taking huge, nimble strides up the bank without a handhold. When he reaches the towpath, he turns around and raises both arms in the air. The bottle is still in his hand. The blanket is back around his shoulders, but he no longer looks like a moth. He looks like a man, off to do his business.

 

When I get to Primrose Hill, my phone tells me I can be home in thirty minutes. I put it back in my pocket, take a deep breath and break into a jog, because pardon my French, but I can fucking do it in twenty.

I’m eight minutes in when I realise I’ve called it home.











47

Danny




Jaz nosed the cab slowly through the streets I’d walked with Gentleman nearly every morning since Lou and Wolfie arrived. I thought about how much I’d come to look forward to the routine that had snuck up on me: those early-morning strolls with my dog, mulling over a stranger’s problem, trying out answers, hearing my father’s wise old voice in my head; the daily ritual of coffee and chat on the patio with my sister; the unwinding and winding of white gauze around her leg, over and over, day after day. Normal, insignificant acts, weighing me down, holding me steady. The smallest of anchors, the biggest of things I’d been missing in my life.

I watched the back of Jaz’s head, her shiny black hair springing lightly on her shoulders under the cap with the movement of the cab, and imagined being as brave as her at nineteen, serving up her heart on a platter to become a wife and mother. Except at nineteen, I’d been too selfish and self-centred to see the people I was squandering in front of my own eyes. My father, my sister, every girl I ever loved.

Nineteen and all the years beyond.

We turned left off Haverstock down towards Glenmore Road, and as we bounced over a speed hump I realised with gentle surprise that guy, that foolish, angry, motherless boy-man I’d carried around in secret for so long, was gone. And I hadn’t even noticed him leave.

But without him, I was ready. To be a brother, an uncle, a decent friend. A better man. And suddenly I couldn’t wait to get started.

‘Hey, Danny? That’s not your girl by any chance, is it?’
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If Danny showing up in a black cab a hundred metres from Dom’s place is what Billy Ben-Hur meant by the good people staying close, it’s a pretty cool mic-drop moment.

When the cab slows down I just think someone’s getting dropped off, but then a head shoots out of the window and yells, ‘Oi!’ and there’s no mistaking that slightly less scruffy bonce (a word I’m planning on using at every opportunity for the rest of my life). Before the cab even fully stops, Danny shoots out of the back and everything around me feels like it’s speeding up, but I’m staying still.

Then I’m on the inside of a massive hug, and it feels like the entire world has its spaghetti arms around me. I forget about being angry with Lou for what she nearly did. I forget about being angry with Danny for being the one she told. And I totally forget about playing it cool in case things don’t work out with him, which has always been my plan. I can even overlook the fact that my uncle smells like a brewery, but I’m looking forward to what George has got to say about it.

Over his shoulder, I see the driver step out of the cab. She gives me a nod, then takes out her phone and leans against the door like she knows this might take a minute. And really, the only thing that doesn’t surprise me about the last thirty seconds is that Danny’s blagged himself the best-looking cab driver in London.

He’s still squeezing me hard and talking at a hundred miles an hour into my ear. I can’t make it all out, but there are a bunch of I’m sorrys, several so bloody worrieds, a couple of she’s going to be OK, I promises, and a solitary, probably a bit too loud for this neighbourhood, thank fuck, Wolfie. Obviously my favourite.

When I feel my uncle’s grip relax and he starts to lean out of the hug, I close my eyes and hear the sound of a river and the words of a wise, wise man, and I do the first thing that comes into my head. I pull him back in.

Vamos, chica. You go, girl.

‘Cheers, Uncle Danny.’
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We almost could have walked there quicker, but Jaz insisted on finishing the job properly and driving us right to the door.

‘Your uncle’s a VIP as far as I’m concerned, love.’ I looked over in time to see the wink she gave Wolfie. ‘A couple of hundred quid in fares does wonders for your credibility.’

We climbed back into the cab for the thirty-second journey home, and as we crawled along, I could feel Wolfie’s eyes boring into the side of my head.

‘What?’

‘Uncle Danny.’ I realised how bloody much I loved the sound of that. ‘Did you really spend two hundred pounds driving around in a black cab with’ – she glanced up into the rear-view mirror at Jaz and smiled – ‘this absolute babe, on the off chance I was just wandering the streets waiting for you to spot me?’

‘Yeah, well, you know. Easy come, easy go. Couldn’t think of better value for money if I tried.’ Wolfie looked at me through half a fringe, and for a split second I was in the back seat of our family car sitting next to little Lou. ‘Anyway, I’d have spent ten times that much if I’d thought I’d actually find you.’


‘Bloody hell, feel free to look me up next time then, big spender!’ Jaz was teasing, of course, but I think we both knew I’d been dead serious. And I’m also pretty sure I knew I was never really going to find Wolfie when I set off on that drunken cab ride to nowhere. Maybe I’d just needed to not do nothing.

‘I guess that means you want to keep us around then?’

I heard a minuscule crack in Wolfie’s voice and thought, Ah, there she is. The sassy, hard-to-read girl with the sharpest tongue in the west. Fierce protector of mothers, good friend to small boys and big dogs. The girl who needs words in the sky to keep her feet on the ground. Who wrote a letter to a man she thinks is a hero.

I swallowed down the lump that had instantly formed in my throat, but before I could answer, Wolfie grabbed my arm and squeezed. Not gently.

‘I knew, Danny. About Lou’s accident.’ Jaz swung the cab into Dom’s driveway, and even as we jolted over the kerb Wolfie didn’t take her eyes off me. But it wasn’t that intense, unreadable stare I’d got quite used to; it was clear and open with a touch of something else I couldn’t name.

‘I mean, not for sure. But I think when . . . when I heard—’ She shrugged; such a teenage shrug, designed to cover everything. ‘What I’m saying is, it isn’t your fault I found out. I guess I just couldn’t believe you were the one she told.’

Jaz cut the engine and the world went quiet. Wolfie pushed her fringe out of her eyes and smiled at me. ‘But it’s OK. I get it. She was just keeping you close. Because you’re our family.’

I recognised it then, that something else in my niece’s face, and it kind of took my breath away. It was trust. And it was love.

I was still recovering when Jaz stepped out of the cab, and as Wolfie reached for the door handle she put her hand up in a stop motion. ‘Hold it right there. I told you, you guys are getting the full VIP treatment.’


Jaz opened the cab door with a flourish at the same time Dom appeared on the doorstep, peering into the dull dusk light. When he saw Wolfie get out, even from a distance I could see the relief on his face. But what I really clocked was his total lack of surprise when I stepped out behind her. He just smiled the smile he uses on George when he does something really clever and jammy, and very slowly shook his head. I was happy to take it.

‘Wolfiiiiiiiiiiiieeeee!’ George’s feet almost left flames on the driveway as he tore out from behind Dom and ran towards us. He came to a screeching halt about a metre away from Wolfie, embarrassed at the last minute, unsure what to do next. Bless you, Georgie. Never a fool if it’s love.

Wolfie did a little skip towards him, scooped him up and swung him around.

‘Hiya, Georgie, what’s cookin’?’ His face.

I told Jaz to rack it up and tapped the card machine for the last time. ‘Righto, there you go, that’s the last forty-two quid, rounded up to fifty because you’re a bloody good egg.’ The goodest of good, I suspected. Say what you mean and mean what you say.

‘Seriously. Thanks for everything, Jaz. You’ve been great.’ I felt a brief flashback to the old Danny with his regular stool at the Lamb, who would definitely have mentioned right about now that Jaz was indeed, as Wolfie had pointed out, an absolute babe. ‘I can see why your grandfather is proper proud of you.’ Nice one, Mulberry.

Just for a second, her air of confidence slipped and I saw her cheeks flush slightly. She ducked her head and gave a curt little nod.

‘That’s OK. Thanks, mate. I’ll, um . . . write you out a receipt.’

‘Oh no, don’t worry about that, I—’ I stopped in my tracks as Jaz rolled her eyes.

‘I said, I’ll write you a receipt.’

She leaned into the cab to grab the pen and paper out of her console, then wrote something and handed it to me. I glanced down at the roughly sketched map of suburbs she’d drawn all those hours ago, and scribbled across Belsize Park was a phone number and a pound sign with the word ‘priceless’ beside it. So, then it was my turn to blush.

I looked over to the house, where Gentleman and Lou had joined Dom in the doorway and George was buzzing around like an overexcited wind-up toy, hopping from one leg to the other and tugging on sleeves all over the place.

‘You was right, Lou! I mean, you WERE right! Danny DID find Wolfie. He found her all by himself! Isn’t he cool?’ And there’s the thing about our George; strong opinions on character but not afraid to be swayed by new evidence. ‘Isn’t he a right bloody diamond geezer, Lou? Don’t you just bloody love him?’

Jaz began to reverse the cab slowly out of the driveway, and as she passed she inclined her head and smiled at me. I’d say I was pretty close to dead sober by then so, hand on heart, my next decision was fully formed and crystal clear.

‘Jaz, wait. Hang on.’ The brakes squeaked gently.

‘What’s up?’

‘Listen can you wait here for a sec? I’ll be straight back.’ I started to jog off, then stopped and turned back over my shoulder and winked. ‘I think we know I’m good for it.’ Apparently old Danny wasn’t quite out of the game.

I sprinted down the side of the house to my shed and within a couple of minutes, as promised, I was back. Jaz was waiting, engine running, looking at me quizzically with her head tilted slightly – like one of Ray’s birds, I thought. I glanced around, half expecting to see him and his camera lurking. But the hedge was still.

I handed her a thick, creased envelope that may have smelled vaguely of old trainers.

‘Do me a favour, Jaz. Don’t open that yet. Keep it safe, then give it to your grandad and tell him he’s dead right. There’s no place like home.’


And I’m not going to come right out and admit I dropped a tip of nine hundred and fifty-odd pounds of free fruit machine money to impress a girl, and maybe take things slowly and see how we went; just know I’m trying to do better with different results.

As the chug of the cab engine faded away, I looked down at where I stood on the slightly faded but still extremely legible words on the pavement that had started this whole thing. One of my feet was on the C and the other on the K, as if I was straddling the worlds of cats and kings. And even though I knew that was definitely something my father would have said, right then it was all me.

Dom was leaning against the frame of the front door, standing slightly behind Lou, like scaffolding. Wolfie and George had their backs to me, loudly trying to coax Gentleman into letting them put George’s school hat on him. Over her daughter’s shoulder Lou had a direct sightline to where I was standing, and I could see her straining to focus in the fading light. When she found me she mouthed, ‘Thank you,’ and I raised my hand in a half-wave.

I mean, I knew I was going to come clean with everyone that I hadn’t really found Wolfie – even George. That all I’d had was a lousy plan to drive around London in circles and that the kid had worked it all out herself. But just for a few minutes, while it lasted, I wanted to enjoy what it felt like to be a good man.

Maybe the wind will change and I’ll stay that way.
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The day before my mother was a woman who tried to kill herself, she was just another person who only thought about it. For me, it was always only ever going to be about trying to get back to that day.

Is she OK now? I don’t know. I’ll never stop wondering, that I do know. But I’m smarter now and maybe it’s because I’m older, but also maybe it’s because I’m surrounded by some pretty clever people. George, for one. That kid’s taught me more about how to live your life than anyone I’ve ever met, and I’m not just talking about learning to love cornflakes.

Now that I’m smarter, I get that some things are true whether I want to believe them or not. I get that you can’t control what’s going to happen next year, next week, or even in the next five minutes. I get that there’s a chance we are all going to live happily ever after, like George is convinced we are, but that there’s also a chance we won’t, and no matter how much you worry about it, that’s not going to change a thing.

I also get that Lou is a lot stronger than I gave her credit for. Don’t get me wrong, she still has her moments when things get a bit hairy, and I have to go around hiding the paracetamol and the moped keys. I’m kidding, although I have done both of those things in the past. (We’ve got a car now, anyway. Four door, not even particularly small.) But I don’t feel like I have to be on constant watch these days, and when I’m away from her, I only think about her maybe 70 per cent of the time.

Small things.

It’s not like I’ve forgotten how quickly everything can turn to shit, because we know what we know, Lou and me. It’s just now I get that taking care of another human isn’t a one-girl job. It’s Team Lou all the way these days.

George has finally given up on me and fallen head over heels for Lou, and they’re so bloody sweet with each other sometimes it nearly breaks me. I never thought I’d be happy to share my mother with anyone, but I make an exception for Georgie.

Dom – well, Dom’s hands down the nicest person I’ve ever met, no offence to everyone else on the planet. The guy’s a freak of nature, and the fact that somehow he managed to find me a two-pack of those discontinued Costanza socks was the proof I never needed. Lou agrees, and she reckons that a half-hour chat with Dom is better than a hundred billable hours with any therapist on the planet. In my professional opinion, she’s got that right.

And Danny. I honestly don’t even know where to start with my Uncle Danny. About who he is. How I feel. What he means to me. Lou loves him – quite madly, she says – and I can see why. So maybe that’ll do.

I saw them together one night, sitting on the floor surrounded by piles of neatly folded sheets and towels, old make-up, jewellery, CDs, school exercise books and piles of yellow envelopes full of photographs. My grandmother’s stuff. The leftovers of a life crammed into a couple of boxes that Lou thought were lost, but Danny’s been carting them around for years. And that’s another story right there.

I stood behind the door for a while and watched them, giggling like a couple of pixies. They were taking turns holding up photos and saying things like, where was this one taken? And do you remember when she? And how about this one? And God, weren’t those shoes fabulous? Every now and again, Lou would stop what she was saying and stare at Danny for a couple of seconds like she couldn’t believe he was there. Or that she was. They looked so happy, so comfortable, like two peas in a pod. It makes me wonder how the hell they made it on their own for so long.

When I catch my mother in moments like that, I can see how far she’s come. I don’t see that broken woman who spent imaginary summer holidays on the sofa with the curtains closed; the woman whose greatest achievement for the day sometimes was getting her foot through the leg of her trousers. Now I see a woman who’s strong and safe and totally here. A woman who’s still standing, even after everything that happened, everything that didn’t happen, and everything that’s going to happen. I see Lou Mulberry. Mi madre magnífica.

I go back sometimes to that place down on the canal, underneath Blow-Up Bridge, where a bloke called Billy Ben-Hur pissed his actual life up against a wall. If I sit on the ground behind one of the pylons, I’m out of sight of the odd jogger that passes by and it feels like I’m totally on my own. I practise my Spanish vocab out loud (Llévame al río!), or Google Earth the backstreets of Kyoto on my phone and imagine finding a shop filled with teeny tiny ornaments, where I’d buy a little golden cat to give to Larry and Meiko with the wish for a thousand lifetimes of happiness.

Other times, I close my eyes and listen to the sound of footsteps in the concrete sky, and let the movies in my head roll by on their own. Disjointed, shaky snippets of a wicked little kid called George who thinks his mother lives in a flying bed. Of a diamond geezer who sleeps in a garden shed and was lost my entire life. Of my grandmother loop-the-looping her car on the M25 and never coming home, and of my mother sliding feet first under a Tesco van almost like she knew where she was going.


In between the movies, sometimes I think about a shoebox at the back of my mother’s wardrobe, that’s filled with shells and ribbons and a red leather cricket ball with Danny Mulberry in gold foil embossing. I think about secrets that are more important than the truth, and the only two things my mother ever told me about my Uncle Danny.

And I think about a flea that turned into a freight train.

That place down on the canal changed everything for me and I don’t even know why, really. All I know is that, whether it was just dumb luck or something else, right when I needed it, I ended up in a place where big things happened. Unexpected things. To some bright spark who blew up a bridge and made it rain fish in the West End, to a man called William Bonheur who gambled his house and lost his wife. And to me.

‘There’s no magic, little wolf,’ he said to me that day before he walked away. ‘Life is just about the layers. And learning to float between them.’

Big things.

I haven’t seen Billy Ben-Hur again, and his shopping trolley shanty is slowly sinking into the mud. Maybe he’s pissing my twenty pounds up against some other wall these days. Or maybe he’s living in a maisonette in Kensal Rise writing his memoir on a brand-new Apple Mac, like George reckons he might be.

Maybe I even made him up. But I hope not.

 

I’m not saying Lou’s better. But she’s better than she was and that’s good enough for me.
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Danny




Constable Maria Hanley came around to see me, and all my dreams came true.

To clarify, Constable Hanley came around to serve me a written notice of intent from Camden Council to press charges if I didn’t finish cleaning the graffiti off the pavement. She did say she thought I’d made my point, though, and she’d be watching my career with interest. I told her we could probably chalk it up as a draw then, but I think we both know I won. Only one of us knows how much.

Incidentally, when I was on my hands and knees that same day scrubbing away at the pavement with a wire brush, I had a surprise visit from Ray with a big old tin of oven cleaner and a very handy tip, which I most graciously accepted. He also had a delicious-smelling foil-wrapped package for Gentleman, which he insisted on hand feeding him. I get chemicals, the dog gets bacon. Which was about right really, because when my dear old boy looked over at me with a greasy chin and a smug smile on his furry dial, it made me realise how much I still had to learn from him.

At times it’s hard for me to remember what it was like before Lou and Wolfie were around, but at others it’s hard to forget. Like when they mention a person I don’t know, or an event I wasn’t there for, and I start thinking about all the other million little (and big) things I’ll never even know I missed. The things that happened in the years between our then and our now. The things that changed the first girl who rocked my world from the crazy, laughing kid who climbed trees, scraped knuckles and followed me round like a good smell, to the nearly broken woman who landed back in my life by accident and rocked it all over again.

I think the real Lou might be someone in between them.

Dom reckons Lou and Wolfie arrived just in the nick of time, because he’d been considering an intervention down at the Lamb and Flag to get me back on track. He’s joking, but also not and it scares me when I think about the place I could have been heading. I know I still don’t deserve Dom, but I’m happy to keep on trying.

Last week he came home with a framed poster of the Arctic Monkeys concert in 2009, where we met. He said someone had been chucking it out, but George totally grassed him up – his exact words were that he’d thought his head would explode having to keep the secret. So he didn’t, and I found out Dom had actually tracked the poster down through the band’s old manager and had been waiting weeks for it to be specially framed.

It doesn’t take a genius to understand how good Dom’s been for me, how much I owe him. But since Lou and Wolfie arrived, that small, unnameable spark of whatever’s been missing since Kath died has made its way back into his eyes. So I think maybe us Mulberrys might be good for him too.

That poster’s not the only new decor item I’ve introduced to the shed. One day, Ray poked his head over the top of the hedge when I was putting in some tomatoes and asked if I wanted an old coffee table he was about to put in the next hard rubbish. And that if I did, I’d better get my arse over there. No hello or goodbye, but it was a decent offer.


A couple of days later, I woke up to find a small carved timber side table in front of the side gate, with a note that said, It matches the coffee table. You may as well have it. It made the perfect replacement for my milk crate bedside table and is ideal for not losing your biscuit through. I reckon between that and the oven cleaner, there’s a chance I might finally have worn Ray down, although he’s yet to offer me a bacon sarnie and Wolfie is still the only one he actually talks to.

When I moved the milk crate, not only did I find a couple of fossilised biscuits, a pair of boxer shorts and twenty-three pounds’ worth of coins from late-night dumping of pockets, I also found a folded-up wodge of paper that turned out to be three torn-out days from a personalised Angelo’s Kebab Shop bunch-of-dates counter calendar. When I read the quotes, it proved illuminating in more ways than one.

Sunday the eighth featured an offer of free small chips with any kebab purchase and proclaimed, Three o’clock is always too late or too early for anything you want to do. Fair call. Monday the ninth trumpeted 10 per cent off the purchase of fish sticks and pickled onions with a declaration that, While the optimist sees the doughnut, the pessimist sees the hole. True story. And Tuesday the tenth featured two-for-one jumbo kebabs, a picture of a serene-looking tabby wearing a stylish Edwardian ruff, and the immortal quote, A cat may look at a king.

From there it was a case of events rapidly falling into place and blanks being exceedingly filled in with memories of drunken counter surfing and attempts to make my own kebab. And it certainly explained the cold shoulder I’d been getting from Angelo ever since.

I sat there for a while looking at the crumpled Tuesday the tenth, then I carefully smoothed it out and tucked that tabby into the corner of the framed Arctic Monkeys poster. Damn straight you can, fella.


Pete continues to drop in like he owns the place a couple of times a week, and last time he arrived unexpectedly early during working hours with another good offer. After his follow-up story and some of the letters came out in the Double, it went over so well with the punters his editor said he wanted to make it a regular thing.

‘A proper column, where you get to talk about all that stuff you like to bang on about so much. You know, how to live a fulfilling life, listen to your heart, follow your dreams, yada, yada, yada.’

Pete seemed to have obliterated all memory of my original philosophy, ethos and credo having been a total fabrication assisted by his unnamed but highly cooperative source, Professor Google. Either that or he was a lot smarter than his editor gave him credit for.

‘It’d be due every Monday. Answers to a couple of letters plus five hundred words on life, the universe and all that shit. Just for seven weeks to start, because that takes us up to the next budget quarter. Standard freelance rates, then see what happens. You’d be doing me a favour to be honest, mate, because Jeremy said that I started this train so if I didn’t get you to agree he’s going to kick me off at the next station.’

Oh, Pete, you diamond. I looked out of the window of my shed and thought about standard rates and budgets and how much a regular deadline sounded like a routine. I thought about a budgerigar named Barry and a dead man called Martin Matthews. I thought about a man not called Rich T. Biscuit who couldn’t tell day from night, and a time not too long ago when all I had to worry about was getting to the two-pound-pint happy hour and remembering to bring home Gentleman’s rabbit in gravy.

Then I glanced over at big, handsome, hopeful Pete, with his strong square jaw and his massive grin, hands on hips waiting for my answer, and I suddenly realised why he’d looked so familiar the first day I met him. All he needed was the spacesuit.


‘OK, Pete, tell your boss I’m in. Every Monday. Life, the universe and all that shit.’

To infinity and beyond. Don’t mind if I do.

 

After Pete had gone, I came out of the shed and Lou was on the patio, sitting sideways in her armchair. Both her legs were swung over one of the arms and her head was tilted back to the sky to catch the weak September sun. She was still in her work uniform, but she’d rolled her trousers up over her knees, and I could see the leg that had been in the cast was paler and a little thinner than it should be. On her other leg a long, neat scar ran the length of her calf, and a little further over was a small silvery disc of skin, about the size of a five-pence piece. The edges of the disc were clean and flat, and the skin stretched tight between them looked like a smooth, content little five-pence face. And I thought to myself, I did that.

Then, unexpectedly, as random thoughts tend to come, I heard the gentle sound of my father’s voice and the Walt Whitman poem he’d found for the occasion of my life.


I am larger, better than I thought;

I did not know I held so much goodness.











 



DANCE ON THE EGGSHELLS

Dear Wolfie,

I thought about giving this to you in person so I could watch your face while you read it, slowly and intently – because I just know that’s how it’d be. My heart would melt, and my head would swell (and quite possibly explode, and wouldn’t George be thrilled) as I saw how much the answer to the question in that letter you never sent means to you. And I’d carry that moment with me for the rest of my life.

But that would really be for me, wouldn’t it? And I think I might be a better man than that. So I’ll leave this somewhere, folded over twice, for you to find by accident one day when you’re looking for something else. To open in private, where your face will be free to do whatever it wants. And I’ll just hope it’s good enough.

Because I’m no guru. I know it, you know it, and George and Dom definitely know it. I’m just some guy on a second chance with a second wind who got luckier than he ever deserved. My thoughts and words and answers to life’s dilemmas are no wiser or more philosophical than anyone else’s, but all I know is that something inside me changed when I started writing back to those strangers looking for help. I mean, I just blundered in there like a bull in an off-licence, at first. Bit of a laugh, I thought. An easy three hundred quid for beer money. But after a while, it seemed like the more I said, the more I had to say. And the more of those letters I read, the more I wanted to say it. But the real surprise is knowing what to say to you, Wolfie.

Because all that stuff in your letter that you said makes you feel like you’re constantly tiptoeing across an ocean of eggshells – Lou, climate change, holes in the ozone layer, famine, school exams, wars, animal extinction, rising sea levels, plastics clogging up the oceans, but mainly Lou – I know that feeling, Wolfie. Or should I say I’ve known it, from time to time and probably not as often as I should have. Also I’d have to make a few substitutions with some of the things I worry about (amazingly, a strike at the brewery is no longer one of them), but maybe that’s the point. The truth is, there’s an infinite number of things to worry about and that’s not ever going to go away, because that’s life, and that’s just how we fallible humans are made. Come to think of it, I’ve seen the look on Gentleman’s face when the dry food bucket’s getting low so it’s probably universal.

But the important thing is that you just get out there every day among the eggshells, in spite of them. Otherwise you could spend half your life waiting around for an easy way through to appear, and I’m here to tell you there isn’t one. The only way through is through. Just get out there and dance on those eggshells, you brilliant, brilliant kid. Smash them up and make your own way, because I’ve got ya, babe.

So, the answer to your question is yes, Wolfie. A million times yes and a promise from the bottom of my heart. Everything is going to be all right. I can’t say it’s going to be easy all the time; in fact I can pretty much guarantee it won’t be. But I can tell you that whatever happens, whatever twists and turns you take, I’ll be there with you. Both of you. And even though I know damn well I’m not fit to be anyone’s hero, I promise that for all the days of my life I’m going to try and be the man you think I am.

So now (and with thanks to Google Translate) I can confidently say: con todo el amor del mundo.

With all the love in the world,

Sincerely and absolutely yours, Uncle Danny
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‘What do you get when you cross a painfully awkward son, lofty comedic ambition and a dead best friend? Answer: Norman.’


Norman and Jax are a legendary comedy duo in the making, with a five-year plan to perform at the Edinburgh Fringe by the time they’re fifteen. But then Jax dies before they even turn twelve.


Norman’s mum Sadie knows she won’t win Mother of the Year anytime soon, and she really doesn’t know, or care, who Norman’s father is. But her heart is broken when she discovers her grieving son’s revised plan: ‘Find Dad’ and ‘Get to the Edinburgh Fringe’.


If meeting his dad and performing at the Festival are the two things that will help Norman through this devastating time, then Sadie is going to make them happen.


So mother and son set off from Cornwall, with their friend Leonard in his vintage Austin Maxi, on a pilgrimage to Edinburgh – to honour Jax and to track down a few maybe-fathers on the way . . .


Little Miss Sunshine meets Wonder meets A Man Called Ove in this stunning debut novel that will touch your heart.
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‘A gorgeous book that will warm the cockles of your heart.’ The Sun
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