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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 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 recognize 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-up 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 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.

‘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 recognize 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.

Pasando, pasando. 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 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 shaky 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 latex 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 part 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 £2,130 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 £1,100 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 four 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 credit, he was doing his best to hide it, but I’m an absolute 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 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 risking 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 realized the huge mistake she’d made. Far from being jealous, though, I was absolutely, 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 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 uncharted 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.
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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 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 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 realized 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 cliché 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 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 realized 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 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 glance 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
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