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For Gulcan Akbal,

You make an imperfect world make perfect sense to me.
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On the evening of my thirtieth birthday, Birch was sitting outside my doorway with two little ferrets running around his feet. It was after work and I was walking down the landing with my keys in my hand. Even before I reached the front door I pointed at him and said: ‘No.’

He jumped to his feet with a ferret in each hand and yelled back: ‘Yes.’

He was wearing shorts and one of my old hoodies. The ferrets were tugging at his curly brown hair, and he kept holding them away from his face, saying: ‘Stop it, stop it,’ as if they were misbehaving children. I tried not to laugh. I didn’t want to encourage him. Eventually he tried to hug me but I leant backwards before he could embrace me. Then I pointed at the ferrets again and said: ‘Seriously, no.’

He held them up at me and earnestly said: ‘But Teddy, look at them.’

‘I’m looking,’ I said. ‘And I don’t care why you have them. Or where you got them from. I don’t want them in my flat.’

‘See, I thought you’d be this way,’ he said. ‘That’s why we prepared this for you.’ Dramatically he cleared his throat and started singing happy birthday to me, using the ferrets like a music conductors’s baton as they jiggled around in his palms.

When he was done I stared at him a moment. He asked if this had convinced me to let them stay. I told him he’d convinced me of absolutely nothing.

‘Don’t you even wanna know their names?’ he asked.

‘What do you think?’

‘Okay, great.’ He held up one of them, the white one, and said: ‘This one’s called White Magnum. Or Whitey for short.’ Then he held up the other one, which had brown fur. ‘And this one’s called Choc-Ice because—’

I put my hand up and nodded irritably like: no, I get it. He then pulled them both into his chest and said: ‘Teddy, why are you so grouchy? It’s your big three-oh.’

‘Because I’ve had a long day,’ I said. ‘And I’m tired. And now there’s this really annoying man trying to move two rats into my flat. Are any of these reasons doing it for you?’ Birch and I had first met in secondary school; he had been living with me for the last five years. We had recently agreed that it was time for him to move out and he had pretended to be upset at the suggestion. But he always seemed to glide through life as if it were malleable and constantly contorting itself to accommodate his whimsies. So I knew he was secretly excited that I was pushing him out the proverbial nest. ‘Why are you sitting outside anyway?’ I asked now.

‘To keep watch.’

‘For what?’

‘For you.’

‘Why?’

‘Nathan and Kain asked me to,’ he said. ‘Because apparently “I’m a nuisance” and “keep getting in the way”. Can you believe that?’ He used Whitey and Choc-Ice to gesture air quotes as he said this. ‘They’re both inside now.’ I asked him what Nathan and Kain were doing and he replied: ‘I’m not supposed to say.’ Then I rolled my eyes and put the key in the lock.



When I opened the door the flat smelt rich and smoky. Nathan and Kain were placing plates of food on the dining table. They waved at me tiredly. They had a handyman business together and had finished a job that had lasted all day. They were still in their black polo shirts, cargo shorts and steel-toe work boots.

I’d known Nathan and Kain since secondary school too. Kain lived here with Birch and me. And Nathan lived about thirty minutes away in Deptford with his girlfriend and his son.

‘What’s all this?’ I asked.

Nathan gestured at the food and wished me happy birthday. ‘We tried, bruv,’ he said. ‘We got back late so we only cooked about half of what we wanted to.’

The table was topped with chicken skewers, mini beef patties, a big bowl of mac and cheese and several tall cans of beer. Kain took one can and opened it, then he raised it in a silent toast to me.

‘We were supposed to be done at five,’ said Kain. ‘It was gonna be a surprise ting. And we were gonna put music on when you walked in, innit. But I forgot my keys so we had to wait in the van for—’ he pointed dismissively at Birch, who waved at him with Whitey’s paw. ‘This silly paigan.’

‘You know what, Kain,’ said Birch. ‘I’m not gonna engage with your little insults today, okay? And you wanna know why? Because I found love today. Yes, that’s right. Ol’ Birchy found love, while you lonely negroes roam around all on your ones.’

‘I know you’re not talking about me, cuz,’ Nathan said. ‘Not with my literal girlfriend and child at home. Who are also very real people and not two overgrown rats.’

Birch sighed. ‘They’re ferrets and they have names.’

‘Which no one will be using,’ I said. ‘I’m serious. Take them back to wherever you found them.’

‘And Teddy, what if I told you I found them all alone in a box, abandoned on the side of a motorway?’

‘Then I’d say it’s getting dark, so wear something reflective and look both ways.’

Kain and Nathan sat on the sofa. Kain downed his can of beer and Nathan removed the skullcap he had over his dreads. Then he stretched and yawned. Birch placed Whitey and Choc-Ice in an old shoebox. He then lay on his stomach and dangled his keychain in the air and made them jump and twirl around each other.

I looked at all the food on the dining table. Briefly I closed my eyes. Then I looked at the guys and said: ‘This is wonderful. Thank you. But you really didn’t have to go to the trouble.’

The three of them exchanged slightly nervous glances with each other. Then Nathan said: ‘I know you’re weird about birthdays, innit. But this is thirty, bruv.’

‘Exactly,’ added Birch. ‘And now that you’re basically ancient, who knows how long you’ve got to digest food without it being mashed into a fine paste first.’

Kain threw his can at Birch’s head. And while Birch rubbed his forehead, I nodded approvingly and said: ‘Thank you, Kain.’



Nathan and Kain both had quick showers and changed into vests and tracksuit bottoms. Birch and I were sitting at the table and he was making jokes about chewing my food for me. I told him he was allowed to only make one more of those jokes and he said: ‘So that means I better make it a good one?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘It means stop speaking.’

Then he told me I’d just ‘grouched’ myself out of my birthday present.

I chuckled and asked what he’d got me. And he said since this was the first smile he’d got out of me all day, he would give it to me. He got up and went over to the pullout sofa, which was also technically his bed. But sometimes he slept in my bed. From underneath the sofa he retrieved a white bag. When he handed it to me, I pulled out a framed photograph of us as kids. I looked up at him with an eyebrow raised like: where did you get this? He then told me my dad had uploaded this photo on Facebook yesterday and tagged us. I hadn’t seen it yet. Ever since my dad had asked me to create an account for him, he’d become a serial spammer, posting about anything and everything. Even this morning he had wished me happy birthday over Facebook Messenger with a link to LMFAO’s ‘Sexy and I Know It’ video, which he was currently obsessed with.

Birch and I were around twelve in the photo. Birch was lying on the floor in my parent’s old house with a pained expression on his face. And I was kneeling beside him with my hands on his stomach, laughing hysterically. Birch spent a lot of time at my house back then. Especially after school and on weekends. He used to pretend to be sick so he wouldn’t have to leave. I looked up at him again and smiled. He smiled back. Then I extended an arm out to him and we hugged each other. ‘Thank you,’ I said.

He kept his hands on my shoulders. Then, deeply, he looked at me with his bright brown eyes and said: ‘I read somewhere once that old photos really help the geriatric when their minds start to—’ I put my hand over his mouth and told him not to ruin the nice thing he just did.

When we were all seated around the dining table everyone piled food onto their plates. I left mine empty for as long as I could get away with. They then asked about work and I just shrugged and said it was still depressing. I was a senior editor at a magazine called Rush!. I’d worked there since I graduated university. Historically we’d been a pop music magazine. But recently we’d switched the focus of our coverage to indie, to a very muted reception.

To deflect the attention I asked Kain and Nathan about their own work. Recently it had been inconsistent, so they had to take bigger jobs that often overextended them, like roof replacements and large fencing work, for bigger payouts. Birch and I listened to them talk about clients from hell. Then Birch brought up the time he’d tried to help them. Once, without their knowledge, he downloaded a selection of shirtless gym-selfies Kain and Nathan had posted on Facebook and put them on a leaflet, along with their business number. He then gave them out to people in various clubs in Soho.

‘You need to stop bringing that up, bruv,’ said Nathan. ‘I only just stopped being pissed about that.’

As Kain nodded in agreement, Birch said: ‘Oh come on, boys. People love handymen. You swan about in people’s houses with your calves out. And your big “strangle-me-please-I’m-begging-you” arms. And your slutty little shirts. You gotta use what you got to drum up business, guys. It’s Business 101.’

‘And what the fuck do you know about business, blud,’ Kain said. ‘You didn’t drum up anything. The leaflet didn’t even say we were handymen.’

‘Yeah, that’s what the number was on there for,’ Birch said. Then he tapped his temple with his finger repeatedly and said: ‘We need to start using our brains, boys.’

It looked like one of Nathan’s eyes was twitching. I laughed at Birch’s continued attempts to justify the leaflet stunt with Kain.

I often thought of freedom when I thought of Birch. Even though I’d never really considered him any less black than Kain, Nathan and me, I also had a habit of conflating whiteness with freedom. His mother was a second-generation Jamaican. And both his biological dad and stepdad were from different parts of England. He didn’t speak to any of them anymore.

Eventually I took a skewer and dragged off a cube of chicken with my teeth. I held it in my mouth for a moment, then I slid it into my cheek. As Nathan and Kain were yelling at Birch for trying to bring the ferrets over to the table, I retrieved a handkerchief from my pocket and unloaded the food into it. My heart raced as I looked around the table to see if anyone had noticed. But Birch was stood up now with a ferret in each hand, going on about how they were family and we needed to get used to it.



Later that evening, after Nathan went home and Birch had fallen asleep, Kain knocked on my door. I was sitting on my bed responding to a batch of birthday messages with the lights off. He had this sombre expression on his face when he opened the door and turned them on. He stood in the doorway and said: ‘I know you didn’t want a dinner. But Nate kept asking me questions and shit about why I didn’t wanna do it. And it was starting to look like I didn’t give a fuck about your birthday.’

I laughed assuringly. ‘It’s okay,’ I said. ‘Really.’

He came in and sat beside me on my bed. I glanced at our reflections in the mirror by my desk. The sight of us together made me look away; it invoked an irritation I didn’t want to feel. Not irritation at him, but rather at the fact that I had any opinions about how we looked beside each other at all.

I asked him why Nathan had been so insistent that we do something, even though I’d expressed no interest in celebrating.

‘He thinks you don’t like restaurants,’ he said. ‘He thinks you don’t like celebrating your birthday ‘cause every year we’re always asking if you wanna go out to eat.’

Casually I said: ‘That’s quite an assumption from him.’

Kain gave me a gentle shrugging gesture like: well, what’s Nathan supposed to think. Then he said: ‘He thought you’d like it if we just did shit here, where it was the four of us. So when I was like: nah, blud, just leave it. He thought I was being a massive hater, innit. So I just had to let it happen.’

‘It was fine,’ I said. ‘I had a nice time.’

There was a brief pause. He looked at me with these doleful eyes. He then cleared his throat and told me he’d seen what I’d done with the piece of food earlier.

I looked down at my hands and then in a wounded tone of voice I said: ‘Right, okay.’

There was another silence then which lasted a very long time. We’d been here before. And even then we never really knew what to say to each other. Or rather I didn’t know what to say to him. So we simply said nothing.

From my periphery, I saw him begin the process of putting his hand on my shoulder. But something made him change his mind. He put his hand on his lap instead and stood up. He said he was going to clear the dining table and put some of the food in the fridge for the morning. He then asked if I needed anything. And without looking at him, I shook my head.

He let the door stay open when he left. I sat there still for a while. Then I got up and closed the door on the day.
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After work the next afternoon, Birch met me at Passage, a drag bar in Soho where Nathan’s girlfriend Mya worked as a bartender and was their resident drag king.

It was a summery afternoon. Birch was walking towards me in a navy hoodie and grey shorts. He had Whitey and Choc-Ice on leashes and was struggling to get them to walk in the same direction. When he stopped at the lights, people looked at him curiously. I shook my head at him as he crossed the road. ‘Really?’ I said. ‘You’ve got the ferrets on leashes now?’

As he hugged me, he coughed. It was a deep raspy cough that made him rub his throat afterwards. I asked him if he was okay, and he just nodded, slightly teary-eyed, and said: ‘The ferrets have names, Ted. You gotta start using ‘em.’

I told him I’d call them whatever he wanted as long as I never saw them in my flat again. This made him drop to his knees and cup his hands over their ears. ‘Oi,’ he said. ‘You’re gonna fuck up their self-esteem with that kinda talk. And I swear to god, Teddy, if you make me walk around with a pair of anxious ferrets—’

I told him that people were staring and he said: ‘So? Whitey and Choccy deserve respect, and they’re gonna get it if it kills me.’

We sat at a table outside. We could hear Rizzle Kicks’ ‘Mama Do the Hump’ playing from inside the bar and I noticed the Olympic rings had been painted onto the windows to celebrate the games starting next month. Birch asked me how my day had been. As he said this, he retrieved a Ziploc bag filled with little chunks of raw meat and started whistling to the ferrets. Whitey got on his hind legs and pawed at Birch’s shin, while Choc-Ice twirled in a circle and licked his lips.

When I rolled my eyes, Birch said: ‘What, Ted? They have to eat, don’t they?’

A small dog raced up the path then, barking at Whitey and Choc-Ice. Birch yanked the leashes back, and the ferrets quickly cowered behind his legs as he yelled at the owner: ‘Oi, keep your mutt away.’

I often pretended to find Birch’s antics more exasperating than amusing. But the truth was most of the time I found his childishness endearing. I’d pretty much felt this way from the very first time I’d seen him in school. I was also intrigued by his eclectic approach to life. In the last two years alone, he had been a tour guide on one of those open top buses; a dog walker; he’d manned a hot dog stand in Trafalgar Square; and even worked in the mailing room at my office. Now he was housesitting for a rich white couple in Knightsbridge.

‘Anyway,’ Birch said now. ‘How are you, man?’ He looked at me and narrowed his eyes a little. ‘This is, like, the second day in a row where you’ve looked fuckin’ miserable. What’s going on with you?’

‘Miserable?’ I said. ‘Stop it. I’m fine.’ I pulled the corners of my lips into an exaggerated smile.

He laughed and said: ‘What? You don’t believe me? Do you want a second and third opinion?’ And then started reaching for Whitey and Choc-Ice.

‘Birch, if you put them on the table and make them comment on whether I’m miserable or not, I’m gonna make you pay for your drinks.’

He put his hands up and said: ‘Okay, fine. But what’s wrong, man? Is it work? Are you beefing with Janice again?’

Janice was the editor-in-chief at Rush! She had spearheaded the magazine’s transition from pop to indie music. She’d said that Britain’s musical tastes were shifting and we needed to adapt. I’d argued that we would only alienate our readership and risk the substandard sales we were managing to muster up every month. And now we were struggling to find our feet.

I sighed. ‘The sales of our last issue were crap,’ I said. ‘And I think it’s done a bit of damage to morale. People just can’t be bothered anymore. And Janice keeps acting like she can’t see it.’

He smiled mischievously. ‘Want me to fight her?’

‘You think you’d win in a fight with Janice?’

‘Well, I didn’t say I’d win,’ he said. ‘I know she’d clobber me. But it’s about the gesture, innit.’

I laughed. ‘It really isn’t,’ I said. ‘If you’re gonna defend my honour, Birch, you better mean it.’

Birch had worked in the mailroom of my office for only a few weeks. He wasn’t terrible at the job; he just got easily distracted. But in the end he was let go for having sex with someone in the stairwell. He didn’t get caught – he just wouldn’t stop telling people about it.

I told him now the last thing I wanted for my thirties was to worry about the security of my job, and that I didn’t know what I’d do if I suddenly had to reevaluate and restructure my life. I felt like I had packed the different facets of my life in pristine glass boxes, and I was constantly trying to prevent cracks appearing in the casing.

Birch lifted Whitey and Choc-Ice onto his lap. They pawed at his stomach and rubbed their faces in his chest. ‘Well, man,’ he said. ‘If it all goes tits up, you can join me, Whitey and Choccy in our new digs.’

‘New digs?’ I repeated. ‘You found somewhere to live?’

Birch nodded. He brushed his nose against the ferrets’ fur and then in a high-pitched voice said: ‘Yes, we have. Haven’t we, my babies? Teddy tried to put us back out on the street but we landed on our feet, didn’t we?’

I asked him where he was moving and he looked back up at me and said: ‘Okay, Ted. I’ll tell you. And I already know you’ll have some opinions. But before you say anything, I just want you to remember that you’re the one that kicked me out in the first place.’

‘Well actually,’ I said, ‘we mutually agreed that it’s been five years since you moved in with me. Now it’s time to find some actual accommodation. And that you couldn’t sleep on the pull-out couch forever.’

‘You have your version of events,’ he said. ‘And I have mine.’

‘Whatever,’ I said. ‘Where are you living now?’

‘Okay, just remember, Ted, that I got a good deal out of this—’

I closed my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose. ‘A good deal out of what?’

‘Lucy and Charlie are letting me move in with them.’

‘The rich white couple?’

‘My rich white couple, yes.’

‘The ones you’ve been housesitting for?’

‘The very same.’

I paused for a moment. ‘I’m sorry, what?’ I said. ‘Lucy and Charlie, the rich white couple you’re housesitting for, are letting you stay in their townhouse in Knightsbridge?’ He nodded at me, so pleased with himself. ‘How are you gonna make the rent?’

‘You know,’ he said casually. ‘A little bit of this. A little bit of that. But anyway, man, you should see the house. It’s fuckin’ massive.’ I told him he was making me nervous and then he said: ‘Okay, T-Bear, I’ll be honest with you. It’s always been a bit more than just housesitting. And when I tell you what it is, you can’t give me shit for it, alright? You gotta have an open mind.’ I shrugged like: okay. ‘Well, Lucy likes it when I fuck her while Charlie watches.’

I stared at him. Whitey and Choc-Ice pawed at his face while he watched me. ‘Ted,’ he said then. ‘Your face isn’t doing anything, man.’

‘Sorry,’ I said eventually. ‘I’m just in the process of opening my mind.’

‘How long d’you think that’ll take?’

‘I’ll let you know.’

‘Oh, I knew you’d be weird about this,’ he said. ‘That’s why I didn’t tell you.’

I raised an eyebrow. ‘Because I’m the weird one in this situation? Is that what we’re saying?’

I asked him then what the arrangement actually was, and he said Lucy was polyamorous and Charlie was into cuckolding, and that they were letting him stay rent-free out of the goodness of their little Caucasian hearts. And when I attempted to discuss the idea of using sex for rent and the various implications, he said the two things weren’t related; that if anything Whitey and Choc-Ice were the trade-off.

‘They gave you the ferrets?’ I said.

‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘They get a new pet, like, every month, man. So until I move in for real, it’s like a shared-custody situation.’



Mya came outside to say hello then. She ran her fingers through mine and Birch’s hair and said: ‘Hello, my doves.’ She was a couple hours into an eight-hour shift. I noticed her apron now had a pink 2012 logo embroidered beneath where it said PASSAGE. I pointed to it and said: ‘Is Passage excited for the Olympics by any chance?’

She exhaled heavily. ‘We have a whole new cocktail menu to learn,’ she said. ‘We’re doing a Gold Medal cosmo.’ I asked her what made it different from a regular cosmo and she replied: ‘A bit of gold dust on the rim of the glass and a fifty percent price increase.’

Birch gasped and said: ‘Fuckin’ extortionate. I’ll have three please.’

Mya kissed her teeth at him. When she noticed the ferrets tussling beneath the table she said: ‘Birch, what the hell are those?’ But before he could introduce them she said: ‘Don’t bring those rats here again. People eat here.’

‘What?’ he said. ‘But there was a dog here earlier.’

‘That’s different.’

‘Why?’

‘It just is,’ she said. Then she turned to me. ‘Anyway, I’m sorry I missed your birthday yesterday. I feel awful. But I couldn’t pass up the extra shift. You know I’m tryna catch these pennies.’

‘Oh, don’t worry about it,’ I said. ‘You can make it up to me by making one of those cosmos.’

‘I probably should,’ she said. ‘I have to get the practice in.’ She looked at Birch and said: ‘You can have the ones that go wrong.’

Birch laughed. ‘You say that like it’s a threat,’ he said. ‘But I’ve had worse things inside me than a dodgy cosmo.’

She grimaced. ‘I don’t wanna think about what’s been inside you, Birch.’

‘You sure?’

She rolled her eyes and then sat down. ‘Teddy, before I forget,’ she said. ‘You know how much Nathan and I love you?’

‘Oh no,’ I said. ‘What do you want?’

She gasped. ‘What?’ she said. ‘I can’t tell you how much I love you on a random Friday afternoon?’

‘You can tell me instead if you want,’ Birch interjected.

Mya put her hand in his face then turned back to me. ‘I need a favour,’ she said. ‘Would you be able to babysit Bakari next weekend please? I’m working a double and Nate’s parents are flying out to Jamaica for the summer.’

‘Of course,’ Birch said. ‘We can look after him for you.’

‘No,’ she said. ‘I’m not asking you. I’m asking Teddy. You’re not allowed to be left alone with my child ever again.’

‘What?’ said Birch. ‘Why not?’

‘Are you serious?’ she said. ‘The last time I let you babysit, you had him in a pub with a bunch of half-naked guys.’

‘Is that what that little liar told you?’ Birch said. ‘We were in Wetherspoons! And there just happened to be a bunch of lads dressed like Adam Sandler from You Don’t Mess with the Zohan. It was a stag-do! What was I supposed to do?’

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Mya said. ‘Maybe keep your clothes on and not get arrested?’

‘I didn’t get arrested,’ he said. ‘Bakari and I watched an arrest happen. Massive difference.’

Mya shook her head. ‘Birch, don’t piss me off, yeah?’

‘And the lads were all pretty lovely before the police came,’ Birch continued, ‘they were in blue swimming trunks and I was wearing Ted’s blue boxers. We were all matching and they had a dance-off. I couldn’t pass it up. What was I supposed to do?’

Mya narrowed her eyes. ‘Birch, stop saying “What was I supposed to do?” Like you’re not an actual thirty-year-old man.’

‘Oi,’ he said. ‘Twenty-nine. Don’t lump me in with the rest of these geriatrics. I’ve still got my whole life ahead of me. And also, Mya, they had Adam Sandler masks strapped to their faces. What was I supposed to—’

I looked at Birch and said: ‘Please stop talking,’ and then at Mya and said: ‘Yeah, that’s fine. I can do next weekend.’

She pinched my cheek. ‘Thank you, Teddy,’ she said. ‘You can have Birch’s dodgy cosmo instead.’ She looked at Birch now. ‘And you can stay parched.’

Birch looked at his phone then. He told us he’d just got a text from Lucy and Charlie. ‘Jokes on you,’ he said. ‘I’ve got somewhere to be.’ He picked up Whitey and Choc-Ice. ‘Let’s get you home, my babies.’

He hugged Mya, but only after she made him put down the ferrets. He then gave me a playful exaggerated kiss on the forehead.

As he left, he coughed again, a hard one that made him aggressively clear his throat after. I told him to see someone about that, but he just waved dismissively at me as he and the ferrets disappeared across the street.

Before Mya went back to work, she looked at my face and said: ‘Why does your face look like that?’

I glanced up at her. ‘I wish people would stop commenting on what my face looks like.’

She laughed. ‘I just meant you were looking at Birch all longingly.’

‘Oh,’ I said. ‘He just puts me on edge sometimes – did you hear that cough?’

‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘It sounded bad. But why does that put you on edge? And not those damn ferrets he’s dragging around now?’

‘Well, that too,’ I said. ‘But he had tuberculosis when he first started living with me.’

‘Oh shit,’ she said. ‘Really?’

‘Yeah, it was pretty bad,’ I said. ‘He was on this strict drug regimen and he had healthcare workers coming in and monitoring him and everything. He’s been alright lately. But I’ve always had this fear of it coming back.’

‘Oh, Teddy, look at you,’ she said, grinning, yanking at my cheek again. ‘It’s so cute how much you worry about him. Just tell him to get it checked out?’

‘Have you met him?’ I said. ‘You know how exasperating it is to get him to do anything.’

She nodded in agreement and then she said she better get back to work.
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On Monday Nathan drove me to work in the white van he and Kain used every day. There were train strikes planned for the week and Nathan was heading into the city anyway.

He picked me up after a very early session at the gym. He was wearing a durag with the ends of his dreads sticking out and a damp grey vest, and he was still glistening with sweat. He had a piece of one of Mya’s outfits – a floor-length cape – hanging inside a clear garment bag in the back of the van. It was for an upcoming show she had at Passage, and she’d asked Nathan to take it to another drag performer called Felicia Filth so they could reinforce the seams for her while she was working.

He had the radio turned to Capital FM and ‘Black Heart’ by Stooshe was playing. He was swaying his head side to side and gently tapping the wheel.

‘You know I was thinking I should probably learn sewing or some shit,’ he was saying. ‘Or be on some garment construction ting, innit. Then I could just do this for her without driving around at the arse-crack of dawn.’

I looked at him curiously and said: ‘I can’t imagine you sat at a sewing machine making dresses.’

‘Well imagine it, bruv,’ he said. ‘If there were enough hours in the day, yeah, I’d be right on that.’

When he hit a red light, he asked me to reach behind me and get his work shirt. It was crumpled up behind the seat. I unfolded it in front of me and saw the large patches of paint and dirt. I looked across to him with an eyebrow raised. He was taking off his vest then and spraying Lynx across his chest. He looked at my expression as he did it and said: ‘Ted, I know. But we’re installing some drywall this afternoon so it’s only gonna get worse – it’ll do for today, innit. I’ll wash it after.’

I smelt it. ‘But it stinks?’

He snatched it from me. ‘Then stop fucking smelling it then,’ he said. ‘Who are you? Birch?’

‘Birch smells your shirts?’

‘No,’ he said, ‘but you know he would if he got the chance.’ As he put the shirt on he said: ‘Oh yeah, Mya said you’d babysit Bakari this weekend?’

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Birch said he’d do it too. But after what happened at Wetherspoons that time she took that as more of a threat.’

Nathan shook his head and laughed. ‘Bakari’s excited, innit,’ he said. ‘He wants you to teach him to ride that bike you got him for his birthday last year.’

‘You haven’t showed him yet?’

‘I’ve been busy, fam,’ he said. ‘It’s fuckin’ nonstop. Even though the money still ain’t there like that. And now Mya wants to move out my parents,’ so I gotta look for a second job so we can think about putting down a deposit. And even then—’ I gave him a look that made him laugh and say: ‘Nah, shut up, bruv.’

I laughed too. ‘What?’

‘If I want your help I’ll ask for it,’ he said. ‘Just let me chat my shit, innit. And keep your wallet closed.’

Offering Nathan help was often a point of contention. It was difficult to gauge when to help. I’d bought Bakari a bike because Nathan regularly complained that Bakari kept asking for one, and he and Mya couldn’t afford it. I’d got such an expensive model because I thought it would last Bakari so long that they wouldn’t have to think about buying another one until Bakari was at least ten or something. But when I turned up at the flat with the bike, Nathan looked a little disappointed. Then he passive-aggressively implied that this was something he was taking care of.

‘Well,’ I said now. ‘That was very presumptuous of you. I wasn’t gonna offer to help anyway.’

‘Then what was that look for, fam?’

‘I was just trying to entice you with my eyes,’ I said. ‘You know I’ve always secretly wanted you.’

We laughed. Then he put his hand in my face and playfully pushed my head away. ‘Speaking of that,’ he said. ‘Are your parents still talking to you about relationships and shit?’

‘Not recently,’ I said. ‘I thought they might bring it up on my thirtieth. But my mum just said happy birthday and the next morning my dad randomly sent me a link to some lady doing that cinnamon challenge.’

He chuckled. ‘Your dad’s a joker.’

I agreed that he was. Then I said: ‘I’m actually going up to Edinburgh to see them on Thursday. I bet they bring it up then.’

‘Do you know what you’re gonna tell them?’ he asked. ‘What is it? You keep saying you don’t wanna be in a relationship and they don’t believe you?’

‘I think when I tell them that, what they hear is: I’m just waiting to be in one, which then makes them think I’m being lazy and not trying, which then makes them think I’m sad or depressed. I think it’s just really difficult for them to believe that I could be happy without someone in my life in that way.’

As he drove over Vauxhall Bridge, I switched the radio station to Smooth Radio and ‘Dreams’ by Gabrielle came on. Nathan and I turned to each other and laughed.

‘Oh god,’ I said. ‘Do you remember when we were, like, ten and Birch was obsessed with this?’

‘Ah bruv,’ he said. ‘When he got your dad to record it off the radio on his little cassette—’ He kissed his teeth. ‘Nah. Turn it off, Ted. I swear, yeah, you couldn’t beat or waterboard anything out of me. But play that song and I’m tellin’ you everything, cuz. That nigga ruined that song for me.’

I laughed and turned the volume up. Nathan tended to dislike things Birch had been obsessed with. For me, however, Birch’s grating enthusiasm gave sound to things that would’ve been otherwise mute.

Nathan asked me to turn down the music but I kept mouthing ‘I can’t hear you’ at him.



At work our music editor, Monty, was waiting for me in my office. He had his ginger hair slicked back, and he was wearing a fitted polo shirt and beige chinos. He had his laptop opened up on my desk and he was grinning at a document on the screen.

‘Monty,’ I said as I sat down. ‘You look pretty chirpy for a Monday morning. What’s up?’

‘Yeah, it’s a good day, mate,’ he said.

‘Why?’ I asked. ‘Is there a positive sales report I’ve missed or something?’

‘I dunno, mate,’ he said. ‘You’ve got that meeting with sales today, ain’t you? Anyway, nah. I’m sat here smiling cause it’s nearly party time, baby! And I’m in charge.’

Every year Rush! threw a themed summer party. They used to be big blowouts with hordes of fans and celebrities and a string of performers. But it had become increasingly intimate over the years. Initially it was to reflect our pivot from pop to indie music. But then our declining sales reports slashed the budget to nothing, so the minimalism became a necessity. Eventually our events planner was let go to cut costs and Monty was put in charge.

‘Janice emailed me last night,’ he said, beaming. ‘I’m well excited, mate. I’m just putting some ideas together now.’

I asked him what theme he had planned and he said: ‘Oh, I’m throwin’ it back, Ted. Right back to the nineties, mate.’

On my desk I had a framed photo of Birch, Nathan, Kain and me at one of the last parties we threw before we downsized. The theme was Pimps and Hoes, and the four of us were wearing colourful suits and fedoras, smiling drunkenly at the camera. Throughout the evening we kept rotating who got to hold the silver cane. In the picture, it was Birch’s turn and he was holding it above our heads triumphantly. I smiled at it and turned the photo around to Monty.

He took the picture off my desk and smiled at it too and said: ‘How’s ol’ Birchy doing? I miss that guy.’

When Birch worked in our mailroom, he often slacked off with Monty. They seemed to revert back to children when they were together. Once they stuck a pad of white Post-it notes all over their faces and drew red circles on each other’s cheeks so they looked like Jigsaw from Saw.

‘He’s alright,’ I said. ‘He’s got ferrets now. We don’t know why. Anyway, how are we doing on the materials for next month’s issue?’

He unplugged a USB stick from his laptop and slid it towards me. ‘It’s all there, mate,’ he said. ‘Well, nearly. We’ve got our Q&A’s finalised. The next batch of album reviews are sorted. We’re still waiting on some features, so I’ll see what’s going on with those later.’

I flung my head back and swivelled in my chair. ‘So we don’t really have anything?’

He laughed. ‘It’s gonna be alright, mate,’ he said. ‘How many times have we been a few days out from the deadline and things just come together in the final hour?’

‘Too many times,’ I said. ‘I don’t like it, Monty. I wanna get the mock-up of the next issue to art by this afternoon. And then to Janice by close of business tomorrow. And hopefully we’ll get her notes by Wednesday. So please talk to your team.’

Sarcastically he saluted me and said: ‘Yes, sir.’

‘I’m serious,’ I said. ‘The deadlines aren’t suggestions. I don’t want Janice on our backs again. You know she hates us.’

‘No, I get you, mate,’ he said. ‘I’ll have a word.’

Before he left my office, he clicked his fingers and said: ‘Oh yeah, Ted, did you have a chat with the bird on reception like you said you would? I didn’t wear this shirt for nothing, mate.’

I looked at his shirt and then up at his face. I asked him what was so special about it. Then he flexed one of his biceps and said: ‘It makes me look like a fuckin’ smoke show, don’t it? And I want the new bird on reception to see the guns. I’ve been an absolute beast on the weights, mate.’

Monty was going through an acrimonious break-up with his girlfriend of eight years. He had been emotionally fragile for the last few weeks. There had been nights where I had stayed behind with him in my office because he didn’t want to go back home to his empty flat. When he eventually showed interest in our building’s new receptionist, I said I’d talk to her on his behalf. But I’d assumed he was only speaking out of sadness and desperation and was simply looking for a distraction, so I’d forgotten all about it.

‘How are you doing by the way?’ I asked him.

‘I’m alright,’ he said. ‘But I’ll feel even better if you keep your promise and have a word.’ I didn’t say anything. He’d told me he was notoriously bad at talking to women and that it was a wonder he’d even had a girlfriend in the first place. But despite the playfulness he displayed in our conversations, he still seemed so raw from the break-up that it felt strange to facilitate a meeting like that.

‘Oh, come on, Ted,’ he said now. ‘You said you would, mate. Go on. Just ask her what her type is. And if it’s sexy ginger blokes, I’ll just come strollin’ through to reception like—’ he did a funny little walk as he went towards the door. ‘And you’ve already spoken to her, so you’ve got a bit of a rapport now, ain’t you?’

‘Rapport?’ I said. ‘My ID card was broken and she was getting me a temporary one.’

He was standing in the doorway now. He paused a moment and looked away contemplatively. He then clicked his fingers again, pointed at me and said: ‘Ah. You’re making it a challenge.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘You’re giving me clues, ain’t you?’

‘Monty, what are you talking about?’

‘What you’re saying is I need to pretend my ID card is broken so I have an excuse to talk to her.’

‘I’m literally not saying anything.’

‘Ah, this is classic stuff, Ted,’ he said. ‘Classic fuckin’ stuff. I should’ve thought of that myself.’ He gestured between us as if we were both in on a secret. He then took out his ID card and started bending it in half.

I glared at him. ‘If your lack of professionalism gets us delayed further, I’m not gonna be very happy.’

He put his card back in his pocket. ‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘Give me yours instead.’



After the meeting with sales I sat in the toilets with my face in my hands. Every time my stomach started to rumble, I worked up some anxiety about someone coming in and hearing it. But I found that isolation was better than being around my colleagues, especially when I felt like this, like I was starting to lose control of something I thought I’d had such a firm grasp on.

I hadn’t eaten in a while and the thought of doing so made me feel both embarrassed and sick. I liked how easy it was to ignore my afflictions at work. Even then, in the toilets, I could shift my attention from food to bad sales projections. I could exit the toilet and be confronted with the stress that came with that. Stress that would inevitably snowball and occupy even more space in my head. Feeling weak or ill could often be masked with the effort of feigning ignorance, as if I was laying a blanket over the mess in my mind and dusting off my hands.



After lunch I caught up with Janice in her office. She had short spiky blonde hair and one gold tooth. Her Jamaican accent also deepened when she was angry. When Monty and I had opposed her during Rush!’s transition from pop to indie and had argued that we would be alienating our readership, she had said: ‘When are you two gonna stop being such pains in mi pum pum and get on board?’

She was sitting on her desk flicking through a binder when I walked in. She hadn’t been at the sales meeting so I thought she’d want to follow up. But when she saw me she stood and said: ‘Why didn’t you remind me it was your birthday last week?’

I sighed and told her that even on the brink of closure, this office was insufferable about birthdays and it was just something I wanted to avoid. She made a face and said: ‘Oi. Mouth—’

‘What?’ I said. ‘You know I don’t like the attention.’

‘Anyway,’ she said. ‘Come eat these cupcakes before they go stale. I had one of the work experience kids do a Tesco run. I’ve already had a few. You know, just a likkle taste test. But you can have the rest. Don’t say I don’t treat you nice.’

She stepped to the side. There was an almost empty plastic tray of red velvet cupcakes. I had no intention of taking them, let alone eating them. But the threat of Janice picking apart my disinterest in the cakes frightened me. In that moment, the only thing worse than eating them was the conversation that might happen if I didn’t.

‘Taste test?’ I said. ‘It was a pack of eight. There’s only two left.’

‘Take it as payment,’ she said, ‘for the grief you and Monty keep giving me.’

‘You might as well have the rest,’ I said. ‘I really don’t care.’

‘No,’ she said. ‘I probably shouldn’t. I mean, they were to celebrate your big three-oh.’

‘And how many cupcakes deep were you before you remembered that?’

She narrowed her eyes at me. Then she said she hoped I did something fun for my birthday. Before I told her that I had, I ran my tongue across the top row of my teeth. I liked how smooth they felt now. A few months ago I got some composite bonding done to fix some of the enamel erosion that had amassed over the years from the vomiting. Before the fix, I’d started folding my lips over my teeth whenever I spoke to anyone. Increasingly I noticed people asking me to repeat things I’d said many times already. Once, during a conversation with Monty, he said: ‘How about you just write it down, mate.’

Eventually Janice sat down and started talking about the disappointing sales reports and how she was struggling to get sponsors secured for our next few issues. ‘We’re gonna end up like fuckin’ Smash Hits! did,’ she said. I’d started to respond before she exhaled and said: ‘I don’t wanna hear it, Ted. It’s too late for: “I told you so.” I need solutions.’ And I just shrugged and looked at her. As she continued to talk, I moved the cupcakes in front of me to create the illusion that I might eat them. At one point she put her palms on her face and pulled her skin down. I bit into a piece then and kept it on my tongue and eventually moved it into my cheek. When she did the same motion again I unloaded it into my palm and put the mushy chunks in my pocket.

As I was leaving she told me not to forget the cupcakes. Then as I went back for them, she tapped the table and said: ‘Oh yeah. We got two passes for a gig. I’m forwarding you the tickets.’

‘What band?’

‘Fuck knows,’ she said. ‘But you and Monty should probably go. Get ‘em interviewed. We need the material.’



The tickets were for a band called Alt-J. I forwarded them to Monty and he replied saying: ‘Hell yeah, can’t wait, mate!’

Before I went home that evening I sat in my office and scooped out the bits of cake from my pocket. It was really quiet. I felt tears glide down my face as I slid the grainy clumps into the bin beneath my desk. Sometimes I would wish that simply removing myself from a distressing situation was enough to grant me a kind of reprieve. But the hurdle wasn’t just in the situation itself, but also in the aftermath. I hated how the anguish seemed to follow me and expose itself in various forms and suddenly I could see failure in everything, and not just in the inability to eat a simple cupcake. It was like I was unable to contain the darkness to one aspect of my life and I was being forced to sit back and watch it spread.

When I left the building, I got a text from Birch saying that Whitey and Choc-Ice had shat on my kitchen floor. I then got a similar text from Kain saying the house stank and that he couldn’t wait for Birch and the ferrets to move out.

I smiled at my phone. I felt as if I were taking refuge in their antics, that their collective absurdities were scabbing over my maladies. And I felt grateful that I could manipulate my life this way, that I could temporarily exonerate myself from anguish in moments when it seemed impossible.





April 1993

Teddy spends his first few months of secondary school alone. The only people seemingly aware of his existence are the same people who have decided to prey on his loneliness.

That morning, after his father drops him off, Luke Williams, a tall, pale boy with dark blonde hair, meets Teddy outside the school gates. Luke is wearing a green parka, holding a bottle of Lucozade and is surrounded by a group of other boys; a following he rapidly amassed during those initial weeks of the school year. Almost in unison, they shout to Teddy: ‘Oi oi, Skinny! How are ya?’

Teddy looks at the ground and doesn’t respond. He is wearing jogging bottoms underneath his school trousers to make his legs look thicker, and two tops under his school shirt to make himself seem bulkier. He’d thought it would put a stop to all the ‘skinny’ comments. It’s unseasonably warm for April and he can already feel a layer of sweat congealing across his stomach.

Luke steps towards Teddy and tells him that it’s rude not to respond when he’s being spoken to. He then looks back at his friends and says: ‘I think I’ve got my feelings hurt a bit here, boys—’

Teddy mumbles something that Luke doesn’t hear, so Luke puts his hand over his ear, leans in closer to Teddy and says: ‘What was that, mate?’

‘I said I’m fine,’ Teddy says meekly.

‘Oh, you’re fine, are ya?’ Luke mocks in a high-pitched tone. ‘Well I ain’t, Skinny. Go on – ask me why?’ Teddy stays silent for so long that Luke shakes him and repeats in a growl: ‘Ask me why?’

And when Teddy finally asks, Luke shows him the back of his hand. The skin on his knuckles has crusted and scabbed over. ‘See that?’ Luke says. ‘Not very nice, is it?’

The previous week, Teddy’s father hadn’t been able to pick him up from school. One of his colleagues at the post office had been sick, so he had to cover their route. Luke and his friends had followed Teddy on his way home. They tugged at his backpack and tried to etch their fingers through his little afro. When Teddy took off the backpack and handed it to them, they still pushed him to the ground and stamped on his chest. The pain had made him yell so loud that Luke and his friends screeched with laughter. It saddened Teddy to witness just how happy they were to see him squirm, to struggle, to beg. Eventually Luke straddled him and tried to get a clear shot at his face. But Teddy kept flinching and dodging his punches so frantically that Luke scraped his knuckles against the pavement.

Now, Luke opens the bottle of Lucozade. ‘But I’m a forgiving person, mate,’ he says. ‘Go on. Have a drink on me. You never know, Skinny, it might even fatten you up a bit.’ Dramatically, Luke clears his throat, spits inside the bottle and pushes it towards Teddy.

Teddy quietly retches and Luke and his friends snigger. When Teddy tilts his head away, the horror on his face only makes Luke laugh a louder, throatier laugh. Teddy retches again. Then Luke stops pretending as if this is a joke and barks: ‘Down it!’

Teddy shakily reaches for the bottle. ‘Oh my god,’ someone says. ‘He’s actually gonna do it—’

‘Oh, he is as well,’ Luke confirms. ‘See I told you, boys. Fuckin’ vermin.’

After Teddy takes the bottle, he hears a loud Scottish accent from behind him. ‘What are you all doin’ out here then?’ the voice says.

He turns around and sees his history teacher, Mr McAllister, standing at the gates with his arms crossed. He’s a lanky man with dark, messy hair and an even messier beard. ‘It’s eight thirty,’ he continues, tapping his watch. ‘You should be in class, shouldn’t you, boys? Makin’ yourselves smarter. Puttin’ those brain cells to use. Gettin’ those gears turnin’.’ He gestures towards the school gates. And as Luke and the rest of the boys filter through, he looks at Teddy and says: ‘Eh, you know the rules—’ He clicks his fingers and opens his palms, winking at him. ‘Hand it over, son.’ When Teddy gives him the bottle, Mr McAllister flings it over his shoulder and lands it directly in the bin behind him as the orange liquid projects itself into the air and trickles down like rain.

‘You see that shot, lad?’ he says. ‘Magic Johnson ain’t got nothing on me.’



Last Friday, Teddy had been watching the news with his parents. His mother had just finished gardening and his father, still in his postman uniform, was sat beside him on the sofa with his arm curled around him.

When the presenter announced that a teenager named Stephen Lawrence had been murdered in Eltham, Teddy’s back stiffened and he felt his father hold him a little tighter. As the presenter relayed details of the attack, it was as if the world was stripping itself of sound and colour, and everything that had once made it seem dynamic and vibrant was being rendered into something two-dimensional and flat. It was the first time he had been this hyperaware of his blackness. Although his father had routinely warned him about not looking suspicious in front of authority figures and to simply comply if he was ever stopped and searched, Teddy had always thought this advice had been more preventative than essential, the same way someone might’ve told him to look both ways before crossing the road.

When he went to sleep that night, and for many nights after, he couldn’t get that image of Stephen out of his head: Stephen holding up his fist as he smiled at the camera. It had made him think about Luke Williams and his friends. He feared them, sure. But now his
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