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For my mum and dad, and for Sammy


“The wise man can pick up a grain of sand and envision a whole universe.

But the stupid man will just lie down on some seaweed and roll around until he’s completely draped in it.

Then he’ll stand up and go, ‘Hey, I’m Vine Man!’ ”

—Jack Handey



PROLOGUE


In Which We Set the Scene

It was nearly midnight. I was standing in the rain, outside the house of a rich banker in Las Vegas.

I checked my pockets. I had everything I needed. The photos. The keys to the car. The silver pocket watch.

Most important, I had the gun.

Because I had been asked to kill a man.

And I had said yes.

•  •  •

Ahem.

I wasn’t, really. And I hadn’t, really.

I mean, when was the last time you were asked to kill a man? It very rarely happens to me. And I’m not sure I could even do it, to be honest. If you asked me today whether I would kill a man for you, I’d most likely flat out refuse, and even if I asked for more details, my decision would still most likely be not to do it.

“No,” I’d say. “Surely you can resolve your issues with this man another way?”

And you’d see my point, and say yes, and I’d suggest you beat him at chess instead, and you’d walk away shamefaced yet impressed by my wisdom.

Nope. I can honestly say I have never killed a man. Not on purpose, anyway. And the only reason I forced you to imagine me on the verge of undertaking a messy assassination in Las Vegas was to give you an idea of how my life could have gone. How this story could have started. Me, standing in the rain, charged with a terrible and sinister mission, gun in hand. I mean, I hate rain. And I’d look rubbish with a gun. I wouldn’t dare be out on my own after midnight in Las Vegas. I rather frown upon murder. And I really don’t know where a silver pocket watch comes into all this.

So thankfully the real story doesn’t start this way. But the real story did take me to some strange places, meeting some strange people, doing some strange things. And the real story takes place over the course of several months; not so long ago. Several months which changed not just my life, but my entire way of life and my entire attitude to life.

I should just say thanks to all those people I’ve written about in the next few hundred pages. Their names are real, apart from those few cases where I’ve changed a name or detail to save anyone from any obvious embarrassment, or, in one rather central and vital person’s case, just because they thought it would be cool and so asked. There is also, I’m afraid, the odd occasion where I’ve moved an event to a slightly different time or place . . . but this is for your own good. I don’t want you falling asleep on me. I’ve got some very important things to say.

I wrote this book after keeping a diary. Some of that diary I have written more on than other bits, some I didn’t include at all, and some has made it in word-for-word. I recommend keeping a diary. Diaries are cool.

And lastly do me a favour. While you read this book—however long it takes you, and wherever you end up doing it—make a note of all the times you could have said yes to something. And think about where that yes could have led you. It might come in handy one day.

You look lovely today, by the way.

Danny Wallace

St. Petersburg, January 2005


SELECTED EXTRACTS FROM THE DIARY OF A YES MAN

January 12

I have started this diary to record all that is going on in my life. All so that one day I will be pleased I had recorded the things that have happened to me, for posterity. If you are a historian from the future, please, save your thanks. Your time will be better spent reading up on my thoughts and philosophies.

So, with pen in hand, I say to you, Life: I am ready! Throw at me what you will!

January 19

Nothing yet.



CHAPTER 1


In Which the Story Begins

It is quite incredible how a bus—a simple, red, London bus—can change your life.

There were other reasons for why what happened eventually happened, of course. I’m not saying it was all about the bus. But the bus was pretty high on the list. Or, more accurately, the man sitting next to me on the bus. Here he is, right now, flicking through his Evening Standard, checking his cheap, black watch, mere moments after uttering a sentence that, quite without him knowing, has had the most unexpected effect on me.

It’s like one of those moments in a cartoon, when a second of complete and total revelation hits an unenlightened fool, a moment in which they’re bathed in a golden light from the heavens above; their face a picture of comfort; the only sound the chorus of a thousand angels.

Of course, real life isn’t quite like that. I’m on a crowded bus in the East End of London, for a start, and so the only thing I’m bathed in is an unpleasant mist of sweat and coughs.

But it’s still an epiphany. And I’m still smiling from what I’ve heard, smiling from what I’ve learned. I start to wonder whether anyone else is feeling the same. So I sneak a chance to glance around. To see if one of my fellow passengers has been struck by the man’s simple message; his message of hope and optimism and all the things I hadn’t realised I’d been losing sight of.

But no one has. Not that I can see, anyway. That’s okay, though. There’s time for them.

Because this man next to me . . . this man has changed everything.

•  •  •

“Maybe it was Jesus,” said Ian, putting his pint down on the table. We were in the Yorkshire Grey, and Ian was a bit drunk. “Or maybe it was Buddha! I’d love to meet Buddha. He looks like a right laugh. What did this bloke look like? If he had a beard, it was probably Jesus, and if he had a belly, it was probably Buddha.”

“He had a beard, but it wasn’t a Jesus beard.”

“A belly, then?” he said with what looked like real hope in his eyes. “Did he have a Buddha belly?”

“I’m fairly sure he wasn’t Buddha, either. This was an Indian bloke. His name was Medhi, or something.”

“ ‘Medhi’ sounds a bit like ‘Jesus.’ ”

“No, it doesn’t. And it wasn’t Jesus. What would Jesus be doing in Bethnal Green?”

“Sorry, go on. So there was this bloke on a bus last week, who wasn’t a deity or a son of God, and then there was also your diary?”

•  •  •

Yes. There was also my diary. High up on the list, right under the bus, was my diary. A diary I had only started because I was afraid I would forget all the wonderful things I was doing. All the dazzling, crazy, hazy times. The important times, the carefree times, the times I’d look back on as the times of my life. Only when I flicked through it did I realise there was nothing to forget. Or, rather, nothing worth remembering.

Things had been different last year. Last year was a year of adventure. Of fun. Of friends. Six months into a new year I’d slowly begun to realise that all my stories were about last year. All my memories, too. I’d been cruising on past glories, dining out on better times. Well, that’s not strictly true. Not true at all. I’d been dining in on them.

In my mind I was one of London’s young, thrusting urbanites. In my mind I was always on the go, always had somewhere to be, always in the thick of things. I thought I was like something out of an advert. I probably even thought I had a moped.

I couldn’t have been more wrong. Especially about the moped.

•  •  •

I’d ended up talking to the man on the bus quite by chance.

We’d been standing, me and this man, waiting for the Central Line train to take us from Holborn to the East End, when the announcement had spluttered and stuttered its way over the tannoy. It was a security alert. We were being asked to leave. Our journeys home had just gained an hour. We’d be shunted and squeezed onto buses outside and driven home, very slowly during rush hour, on a rainy, rainy London night.

The man and I had raised our eyebrows at each other and smiled in a “what’s the world coming to” way. We’d started to walk up the stairs and out of the station, like the good, old-fashioned, obedient British citizens we were.

“Nice weather for this!” said the man as we jogged through a slanting rain and flashed our travel cards at the bus driver. I ha-ha’ed, probably a little too ha-hard, and we joined the seething masses on board the bus.

“Where are you headed?” I’d asked.

“Aldgate,” he’d replied.

The man, as it turned out, was a teacher.

And he was about to teach me.

•  •  •

“So, what did he teach you?” said Ian.

“I’ll tell you in a minute.”

“Tell me now. I want to know what kind of wisdom he imparted on you that’s caused you to summon me here.”

“I didn’t ‘summon’ you here.”

“You sent me an e-mail saying that your entire life had changed and that you wanted to meet up.”

“That’s hardly summoning. I was more saying ‘Do you fancy a pint?’ ”

“Great. I do. Thanks.”

I sighed, stood up, and went to get us a round.

•  •  •

Now that I think about it, my downward spiral had probably started after I’d been dumped by my girlfriend last autumn. It was a shock to the system, a body blow that had really changed things.

But don’t go thinking I’m all hung up on an ex-girlfriend. This isn’t one of those stories of obsession and regret and of trying to get back together. I’ve never been someone who would have made an effective stalker, for one thing, lacking as I do both the necessary energies and a decent pair of binoculars.

It’s just that being dumped suddenly puts time into perspective. I’m not saying my three years with Hanne were wasted, because they weren’t; they were great and warm and loving. I’m just saying that at the end of any relationship you take a long, hard look at the years that have gone by and say “What now?”

So I did three years of growing up in two weeks. I returned to the world of freelance employment as a radio producer at the BBC. I got a mortgage. And a pension. I started to shop at Habitat and IKEA. I experimented with new and exciting pastas. I learned how to iron. I even bought a plant.

Most of these were small changes. But soon, quite without my knowing, I developed a certain satisfaction for staying in. For pottering about and tinkering with things. For slouching, and napping, and channel hopping. Soon that was all I wanted to do. And so I became the man who could wriggle out of any prior engagement. Who could spot an invitation coming a mile away and head it off at the pass. The man who’d gladly swap a night down the pub for just one whiff of an episode of EastEnders. The man who’d send an e-mail instead of attend a birthday. Who’d text instead of call, and call instead of visit. I became the man who’d mastered the white lie. The man who always had an excuse. The man who always said no.

And I was perfectly happy. Perfectly happy to be me, myself, and ironing. Perfectly happy until that night on that bus, next to that man.

•  •  •

“Okay. So, there was a man,” said Ian. “And you sat next to him. So far this isn’t really what you’d call a classic anecdote.”

“But it’s what he told me that was important, Ian.”

“Yes, it sounds it. But what did he say?”

•  •  •

It was my friends who’d noticed it first. They’d noticed I’d changed, or that I just wasn’t around as much as I was, or that I was just saying no a lot more often. I was too tired, or there was something I wanted to watch, or I just felt like being alone. I couldn’t put my finger on it. The weird thing was, it didn’t make me sad. Not while it was happening, anyway. It only made me sad when I finally realised the effect it was having on my friendships; on the friends I was letting down or annoying or disappointing or even losing.

But at the time I just didn’t notice it. The sad fact is, saying no had become a habit.

•  •  •

“Aha! I knew it!” said Ian, pointing his finger slightly too close to my face. “I knew you were always making excuses!”

“I know. And I’m sorry.”

“That night when you said you couldn’t come out because you’d won a competition to meet Lionel Richie, was that an excuse?”

“Yes.”

“How about that time you couldn’t come out because you said you’d accidentally reversed all your leg joints?”

“That was quite obviously a lie. And I’m sorry. But there will be no more excuses. Honestly, Ian, I’m a changed man.”

•  •  •

Ian had become concerned that I wasn’t going out enough anymore. So he’d decided to take matters into his own hands. Every couple of days there’d be another idea, or invitation, or suggestion for a night out. He’d send me e-mails, and text me, and leave grumpy messages on my answerphone.

“Danny,” he’d say. “I know you’re there. How do I know you’re there? Because you’re always there. You’re not picking up because you’re scared I’ll invite you out, which I’m going to do anyway. We’ll be at the pub at eight. I look forward to receiving your standard text message, saying you can’t make it, and you’re sorry, and we should have fun. Bye.”

And then I’d get all hoity-toity and text him, and write I’M NOT IN ACTUALLY. I’M OUT. BUT I CAN’T MAKE IT, SO I’M SORRY AND HAVE FUN. And then I’d realise that he’d left the message on my home phone, and that to have heard it I would have to have been in. And then I’d blush, and he’d text back and call me a wanker.

But then one evening Ian had bumped into Hanne and shared his concerns. That Friday night she’d turned up unannounced at nine or ten o’clock, carrying a bottle of wine.

“So what’s going on?” she said, using her hand to brush some stale rice off the sofa and taking a seat.

“How do you mean?”

“You. What’s happened to you?”

“Nothing’s happened to me, Hanne.”

“Well, I suppose that’s true.”

“Eh?”

“What I mean, Dan, is that nothing’s happened to you. Nothing does, anymore, apparently. Your friends are worried. Where have you been for the past six months?”

“Here,” I said, confused. “I’ve been right here!”

“Precisely. You’ve been here. Where were you on Steve’s birthday?”

“I was . . . busy!” I lied, trying desperately to remember what excuse I’d used that time. “I went to a women-and-war exhibition.”

I never said they were good excuses.

“Okay. And where were you when everyone else was at Tom’s stag night?”

“Again, busy. I’m very busy, Hanne. Look at me.”

I don’t know why I asked Hanne to look at me. It’s not as if I looked particularly busy. I was just a man standing up.

”You’re no more busy than your friends. We’ve all got jobs, Dan, but we all find time to do other things, too. You’ve cut yourself off, and we’re concerned. You don’t have fun anymore.”

“I do! I have loads of fun! And I have loads of fun new hobbies!”

“Like what?”

I struggled to find an answer. Of course I had fun! Surely I did! I just couldn’t think of any examples right now. Hanne had put me on the spot, that was all. But there must be something I enjoy doing.

“I . . . enjoy toast,” I said.

“You enjoy toast,” said Hanne, who, because she is Norwegian, likes to be matter-of-fact about things.

“Yes, but not just toast,” I said defensively. “Other things, too.”

“Like what?”

My mind raced. What else was fun?

“Theme parks.”

“Right,” said Hanne. “So you’ve been eating toast and going to theme parks, have you?”

“Yes.”

“For six months.”

“On and off.”

“You hate theme parks,” she said. “So, which theme parks?”

“What?”

“Which theme parks have you been going to?”

I think she may have been on to me. I looked around the room, desperate for inspiration.

“Shelf . . . Adventure.”

“Sorry?”

I cleared my throat. “Shelf Adventure.”

Hanne took a sip of her wine. So did I. Of my wine, I mean, not hers. Taking a sip of her wine would have spoiled the atmosphere.

•  •  •

“So, you were making Shelf Adventure up too! I knew it!” said Ian.

“Of course I was making Shelf Adventure up! How many adventures can you have with a shelf?”

“I couldn’t find a thing about it on the Internet. Hanne knew you were lying too, you know.”

“I guessed that she probably had,” I said.

“And then what happened?”

•  •  •

“Is this about us, Dan?” said Hanne, getting her stuff together in the hallway. “Because we split up?”

I didn’t know what to say. So I didn’t say anything at all.

“It just seems like you’re doing all the things that I would once have loved you to do . . . the job, the mortgage, the staying in more. You’re not doing this . . . for me, are you?”

I smiled gently. “No, Hanne. Don’t worry.”

“Because you know that now we’ve split up, you can do all the things that used to annoy me? You can come home drunk whenever you like, and you can do as many stupid boy projects as you want.”

“It’s not about us, Hanne . . .”

“Because you know that just because you’ve changed doesn’t mean we’re going to get back together, don’t you?”

“I know.”

“Even if you did buy handwash for the bathroom.”

“I know,” I said.

“And you can’t mend a relationship with a garlic crusher.”

“Is that a Norwegian proverb?”

“No. I’m referring to the new garlic crusher in your kitchen.”

“I didn’t even know it was a garlic crusher. And no, I know you can’t mend a relationship with a garlic crusher. To be honest I don’t even know how you crush a garlic with one.”

“Okay, then,” said Hanne, opening the door to leave. “But, listen. You should make more of an effort. Because you’re not just saying no to your friends—you’re saying no to yourself.”

I paused for a second to place the quote. “Dawson’s Creek?”

“Yep,” said Hanne.

“Bye.”

“Bye.”

•  •  •

“Look, Dan,” said Ian. “Will you just tell me what this fucking bloke on the bus said to you, or should I make another appointment?”

“Okay, I’ll tell you.”

I put my pint down on the table and looked Ian in the eye. “He said: ‘Say yes more.’ ”

I picked my pint up again and took a sip. I raised my eyebrows to show Ian he should be impressed, but for some reason he still appeared to be waiting for more. That’s the problem with the MTV generation. Never satisfied.

“Is that it?” he said. “ ‘Say yes more’?”

“Yep,” I said, smiling. “That’s it.”

•  •  •

The sentence had tripped off the man’s tongue like he’d been saying it all his life.

“Say yes more,” he’d said.

“Say yes more,” I’d repeated. Three little words of such power.

“The people without passion are the ones who always say no,” he’d said moments before, and I’d turned, stunned, to listen.

“But the happiest people are the ones who understand that good things occur when one allows them to.”

And that was that.

That was all it took to turn my life on its head. A few choice sentences from a complete and utter stranger. A stranger on a bus. And a bearded stranger, at that. This went against everything I held as true. If there was one lesson that had been drummed into me as a kid, it was never listen to a bearded stranger. I felt like Danny, from the movie Karate Kid, sitting next to Mr. Miyage. One minute we’d been idly chatting about this, about that, and about what we’d done with our weeks, and the next this thin and bearded man had dropped a philosophical bombshell.

I couldn’t work out whether it was just coincidence. Whether his words were really intended for me, whether they truly reflected on our conversation, or whether they were just the throwaway ramblings of some bloke on a bus. If I’d been in another mood, I might just have laughed them off, or buried my head in my newspaper, or politely ignored them. But with my friends’ concerns, and everything that had happened—or, in a way, everything that hadn’t happened—the words took on a strange and important resonance.

•  •  •

“That is the stupidest bloody thing I have ever bloody heard,” said Ian, ever the diplomat. “Some drunk bloke on a bus mutters something oblique, and you claim it’s changed your life? Bollocks. How come you never listen to me when I’m drunk?”

“Because when you’re drunk, you usually talk about us buying a caravan and moving to Dorset.”

“Oh, we should, though, just think of the . . .”

“And anyway, he wasn’t drunk. We’d been talking about what we’d been up to in the week. He seemed very interested.”

“And what did you tell him?”

“I told him I’d been staying in a lot. Not doing much. Having early nights.”

“And that was all?”

“Pretty much.”

And it was. The simple fact of the matter was that this man would probably have had no idea of the impact of his words. I surely was just someone who wanted to make a decision, who deep down wanted to make a change. His words were just the catalyst that kick-started me into action. I wish I could claim that he was a shaman or some kind of spiritual figure, sent into my life at that time to push me over the edge. And as much as I’d like to believe that, the fact is he was probably just a bloke on a bus. But chatty. And wise.

“He doesn’t sound much like Jesus to me,” said Ian. “Apart from the beard.”

“I never said he was Jesus!”

“Or Buddha, for that matter. Buddha would’ve probably just smiled a lot. Or taken you to a nice restaurant. That’s the thing about Buddha; he knows how to have a good time.”

“Ian, listen. It wasn’t Jesus. Or Buddha. It was just some bloke on a bus.”

“So, why are you taking him so seriously?”

“Because he was right. And you were right. And Hanne was right. But the thing is, none of you knows how right you were!”

“So, what are you saying? Just that you’re going to start saying yes more? That’s hardly an announcement.”

“I’m going to say yes to everything.”

“Everything? What do you mean, everything?”

“I mean, I’m going to say yes to everything from now on.”

Ian looked shocked. “When do you start?”

“That’s just the thing,” I said, finishing my pint and looking him dead in the eye. “I already have.”



CHAPTER 2


In Which Daniel Becomes Increasingly Excited

This was it.

This was bloody it.

I didn’t know what “it” was yet, but by God it was this, and that was enough for me.

It had been just ten minutes since the man on the bus had uttered his words of wisdom, and I was excited. And inspired. And slightly out-of-breath, because sometimes when I’m excited and inspired, I tend to leap up stairs, when I should realise that I live on the fourth floor and such exertions do not become me.

But my red face and now-dampened forehead didn’t matter, because the thing is, what the man on the bus had said to me made complete and utter sense. I know it sounds odd, and I know it might seem meaningless to you, but to me those three words had . . . done something. It was like the man had known me in a way I hadn’t even known myself. Which is quite a disquieting idea unless it turns out that the thing you didn’t know about yourself was quite glamorous, like you were a matador or you once freed some slaves, in which case you’d be quite grateful to whoever pointed it out.

But what he’d shown me about myself wasn’t glamorous. It was worrying. It was something I had to change. And luckily he’d shown me the way.

I was smiling, now. Grinning as I walked through the door of my flat, flicked the kettle on, and reached for a mug. Had I been a more feminine man, I dare say I’d have probably skipped about a bit as well, although as I suspect I’d make quite a sensible feminine man, I would not have done this around boiling water, and I would certainly have put the mug down first.

I paced the kitchen, thinking and rethinking the night’s events, and then, just before the click of the kettle, I realised something.

I could see.

Not just what was around me.

But what I’d been doing wrong.

And how I could turn it around.

I was on the verge of something. But sometimes to look forward, you have to look back. So, I went and got my diary. And even though I suspected it would be the case, I was nevertheless shocked at what I saw.

I saw nothing. Well, virtually nothing.

Nothing apart from missed opportunities. And blank spaces. And things I’d scribbled out, or hadn’t gone to, or said I couldn’t make. Acres of white lies.

I’d missed birthdays. I’d missed barbecues. I’d missed various parties. I’d missed dinner with friends, I’d missed nights down the pub, I’d missed Tom’s stag do. God, Tom’s stag do. I bet that had been legendary. I bet they’d all got together and painted his privates blue and handcuffed him to the buffet car of a train. Suddenly I wanted to do that. I wanted to paint a man’s privates blue and handcuff him to buffet cars!

But not just that, I wanted to do all the things I’d missed out on. I wanted to turn the clock back and shout yes to all the things I’d mumbled no to. Not just the big nights or the main events or the frantic celebrations, but to the little things. The normal things. The things that sometimes matter the most.

I scanned and rescanned my diary. Hanne had been right. Ian had been right. Everyone had been right . . . except me. As I flicked my way through the months that had flown by, I realised with horror that probably the most excitement I’d had was on April 18, when I’d gone to PC World to buy a new printer cartridge. Suddenly that didn’t seem like enough. I mean, yeah, at a push I could probably scrape a short anecdote out of it, but still . . . It was hardly one to save for the grandchildren, was it?

And hang on—what grandchildren? I was already twenty-six, and there wasn’t even a hint of a grandchild down the pipeline! Who was I going to tell all my stories to when I was old? Who was I going to impress with my tales of short, uneventful walks to PC World, and me worrying that there wasn’t going to be the right kind of printer cartridge in stock, but it being all right because in the end there actually was?

And who was going to give me grandchildren? Well, my kid, obviously, but who was going to give me one of those?

My ambition had turned to panic. Who knew what I had already missed out on in life? Now I would never know what might have happened, who I might have met, what I might have done, where I might have ended up, how different life could have been. And my friends . . . how many connections had I lost?

I was angry at myself. I had wasted half my year. Half a year gone. Thrown away. Swapped for toast and evenings in front of the telly. It was all here—or, rather, it wasn’t—in black and white, and blue and red. Every dull nonentry was a sharp slap in the face.

I had to get back out there. I had to start living life rather than just living.

I would say yes more. Saying yes more would get me out of this rut. It would rekindle my love for life. It would bring back the old me. The me that had died a little the day I’d been dumped. I just needed a little kick-start. A little fun. A chance to live in a completely different way. I could treat it like an experiment. A study in my own behaviour. A study in positivity and opportunity and chance.

This was serious. This went beyond what Hanne would have called a “stupid boy project,” because now . . . now I was dealing with a whole new way of life.

My mind was racing. This could work. But how should I approach it? How would I say yes more?

I decided I needed to tackle the problem quickly and efficiently. If I could spend just a day on this, surely that would be all I’d need? I’d go out to whatever was happening, hang out with whoever wanted to, and let life just lead the way. I’d surrender myself for twenty-four hours, answer everything with a yes, and let opportunity and chance boot me out of this midtwenties crisis.

A day. Yes. A day. A day of relentless positivity. What harm could that do? A day of saying yes. Yes to anything. Anything and everything.

A day of being a Yes Man.

•  •  •

“Hello, can I speak to Mr. Wallace, please?”

“Yes!”

“Hello, Mr. Wallace. I’m phoning from Mark 1 Double Glazing in London. Would you have a moment to talk about double glazing, sir?”

“Yes!”

“Have you ever thought about having your house or apartment equipped with double glaze at all?”

“Yes!”

“Can I ask you, would you be interested in a free, no-obligation quote for double glaze on your property, Mr. Wallace?”

“Yes!”

“Okay . . . Well, what we can do is, we can certainly send one of our representatives around to your place of residence. Is there a particular time or day that’s good for you?”

“Yes.”

“Uh-huh . . . and . . . when would that be?”

“You suggest a time.”

“Right. How are you fixed for Tuesday, Mr. Wallace?”

“Yes, Tuesday. Yes.”

“Two o’clock?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, let me just make a note. . . . So, that’s Tuesday, at—”

“Um . . . I should warn you, though. My windows are already double glazed.”

“You’re what, sorry?”

“I already have double glaze throughout my flat.”

“Right . . . so . . . Sorry, I don’t . . .”

“I’m just saying, I’ve already got plenty of double glazing, but you shouldn’t let that put you off. Life should be all about taking opportunities, you know? The best things that ever happened to us happened because we said yes, just like the man on the bus told me. I realise that now.”

“Well, wait a second . . . Why would you want a quote?”

“Sorry?”

“Why would you want a quote on double glazing, when you’ve already got double glazed?”

“Well, you asked, and—”

“Just seems like a bit of a waste of everyone’s time, Mr. Wallace . . .”

“I just thought it might be nice. Maybe you could come round and tell me what you think of the double glaze I’ve already got. We could have some tea. You could still give me a quote if you like.”

“I have to go now, Mr. Wallace, okay?”

“Yes.”

•  •  •

And that is how my Yes experiment started—confusing a cold-caller with my unnerving desire to discuss all aspects of double glazing.

I’d woken up only minutes before and was now lying in bed with a grin on my face and a head full of thoughts. What should I do? Where should I go? How should I begin?

But that wasn’t up to me. None of it was. I had to see how things went. I had to go with the flow. I got up and switched my computer on, willing it to provide me with all the opportunities I’d been batting away only a day before. I had a few e-mails and quickly scanned through them.

One was from Hanne. Could we have a chat? Yes.

Another was from my good friend Wag. Did I fancy a pint sometime? Yes.

Another was from a complete stranger. Would I like a bigger penis? Ye—hang on. Who was this from?

Would you like a bigger penis? New Penis Patch Technology now means thousands of men just like you can . . .

Oh. Spam. Still, I’d rather it was a piece of spam than a suggestion from an ex-girlfriend. My cursor hovered over the Delete button, an instant reaction formed by thousands of similar unsolicited e-mails in the past, but then I realised that wasn’t the spirit.

So I said yes. And I laughed. Then I clicked on the link, added my credit-card information, and ordered the Amazing Penis Patch.

I filled the kettle and scratched around in the cupboard, looking for something to eat. I found a small box of Cocoa Pops and was absolutely delighted.

I walked back to the computer, hoping that in the five minutes since I’d written back to Hanne and Wag, they’d replied with suggested times and places. But they hadn’t. So, I decided to take matters into my own hands. I sat down at my computer and drafted an e-mail. When I’d done that, I sent it to every friend I felt I’d let down, or said no to, or hadn’t seen in too long.

This is what I wrote:

To: Mates

From: Danny

Subject: Me, you, and us

Hey there. Listen. It’s been too long. That’s my fault, and I’m sorry. But I’ve changed. I’m going to be more like the old me now. So, if you fancy meeting up . . . let me know.

Your pal (I hope),

Danny

I felt oddly cleansed. But then I decided to up the ante. I phoned Hanne.

“Hey, Hanne, it’s Danny.”

“Hey, Dan. You got my e-mail?”

“I did. And yes, I would love to meet up for a chat.”

“Okay . . . in town for a coffee? Today?”

“Yes.”

“Fourish?”

“Fine.”

“I’ll meet you by Covent Garden Tube station. Is that okay?”

“Yes, absolutely. I’ll see you there.”

Great! That was easy! I had just successfully organised a meeting with my ex-girlfriend. If there were such a thing as the Grown-up Scouts, I’d probably get a badge for that.

Next I phoned Wag.

“Wag! Waggle! Wagamama!”

Sadly this is not me saying that. This is how Wag chooses to answer the phone sometimes.

“Hey, Wag . . . I got your e-mail. I do indeed fancy a pint sometime. When and where do you recommend?”

“Coool . . . How about today?”

“Yes.”

Oh, hang on, though. I started to realise that blindly saying yes to everything could well have its complications. What would I do if he suggested four o’clock for a coffee at Covent Garden?

“How about seven for a pint at the Horse and Groom?”

Thank God Wag was a bloke.

“Done,” I said.

This was all going very well. Very well indeed.

Arrangements for the day made, I pootled down to the corner shop to buy milk and a newspaper or two. I was already starting to feel like a new man, which probably explains why I also bought a pot of yoghurt and some freshly squeezed orange juice. It was the kind of feeling that usually ends up with me considering going to the gym, or getting a dog and walking it a bit, and doing all the things that blokes in catalogues do. It was a feeling I hadn’t had in quite some time.

Back upstairs I sat down with my tea and my newspapers and looked up at the clock. Midday. Just four short hours before I had to be anywhere.

I started to leaf through the Guardian before realising that I was kidding myself, and picked up the Sun instead. I wish I was the type of person who could read the Guardian before reading the Sun, but even as a kid I’d want to eat the chocolate mousse before I attempted the healthy stuff.

I amused myself with a piece about a young Scottish man who’d tried to take his kite out in a storm and ended up flying for three quarters of a mile, before I turned the page and saw, in a small box at the top of the page:

DO YOU HAVE AN INVENTION?

I bristled with excitement. Now, technically, no, I didn’t have an invention. I had no invention at all. But this tiny advert was an opportunity. An opportunity to try my hand at something new. I could invent something! Maybe that’s why I was put here on Earth! To be an inventor!

I tore the ad out and read it again. It had been placed by the Patents & Trademarks Institute of America, and it was offering to help new inventors get their brilliant inventions off the ground. Ace! All I had to do was phone them up and ask for an information pack. Five minutes later I’d done just that and had been assured my information pack was on its way to me.

I finished off my copy of the Sun, picked up the Guardian, put it down again, and decided to head into town a little earlier than I’d planned.

I could always buy the Mirror on the way.

•  •  •

It was a sunny day, and it felt like a different city. Even my walk to the Tube station, under deafening railway arches and down sparse streets, pavements broken up by tufts of dying grass and puddles of spit, had a certain beauty about it.

But now here I was, walking from Leicester Square up to Covent Garden and feeling quite proud to be a Londoner.

“Cup of tea, please,” I said to the man in the café.

“Sugar?” he said.

“No thanks.”

“Fifty pence, please,” he said, putting my polystyrene cup in front of me.

I reached for my change and realised I’d made a huge error. An error which I hope you will find excusable, based as it is on twenty years of habitual tea drinking.

“Sorry, you asked me if I wanted sugar . . .”

“Yeah,” he said. “You said no.”

“I know. But . . . could you ask me again?” I slid the tea back toward him.

“Eh?”

“Could you ask me again if I want sugar, please?”

The man frowned slightly, but then obliged. He picked up the cup and said, “Sugar?”

I cleared my throat.

“Yes, please,” I said.

“How many?”

Now it was my turn to frown.

“I don’t know. I don’t take sugar.”

Now we were both frowning at the same time.

“Just give me whatever you think’s reasonable,” I said with a shrug.

The man took a spoon and, without even breaking eye contact, slowly and carefully put three heaping teaspoons of sugar into my tiny cup.

“Okay?” he said.

“Yes,” I said. “Thank you very much.”

Now, I realise that this sugar-based story probably reaches new lows in terms of contemporary European storytelling, and that as you read this, half of you is probably tempted to turn back a few pages in order to enjoy a banker like the PC World story once more, but this meant something. I’ve been drinking tea for a long time. A lot of it. And this was the first time I have ever consciously asked for it with sugar. It represented a lot to me: I was willing to change even the most basic, ground-in aspects of my daily routine. It was a discovery that excited me.

I left the shop, sugared tea in hand, and wandered farther toward Covent Garden, pausing only to watch a juggler drop his balls, and a small child run off with one of them. It was this that was distracting me when I was pounced upon.

“Excuse me, sir, do you have two minutes?”

“Yes,” I said, instantly and with joy in my heart. I turned to see a short woman with curly, ginger hair and a bright green bib on.

“Great! Can I tell you a little bit about Help the Aged?”

Ten minutes later I’d agreed to sign up to their Adopt-a-Granny scheme and had directed a few quid of my monthly earnings toward some deserving old woman’s upkeep. Mainly because she kept beginning her sentences with the words “Would you be interested in . . .” and I kept saying “yes.” Thanks to me, some old granny would now never have to worry about where the next mint was coming from. I said good-bye to the little, bubbly lady and walked on toward the Tube station. But then I heard a voice to my right.

“Excuse me, sir, do you have two minutes?”

I turned to see a tallish man with a long nose and a green bib. A green bib with the words “Adopt-a-Granny” on it.

“Er, well, yes, but . . .”

“Great! Can I tell you a little bit about Help the Aged?”

•  •  •

“So you’re late because . . .”

“I was adopting some grannies.”

“I should have guessed,” said Hanne, and we started to walk to a nearby café. “It is, after all, why most people are late these days.”

Since we’d split—which is my nice way of saying “since she’d dumped me”—Hanne and I had remained very good friends. We’d started off having lunch every week, and sometimes we’d catch a quick drink, if we could, but lately we’d been seeing a lot less of each other. That was fair enough, I’d reasoned. After all, Hanne had been concentrating on making great waves in her career, and I, of course, had been eating toast.

“How’s Lizzie?” asked Hanne, and I smiled.

Since the break up, neither Hanne nor myself had been in another relationship. I’d come close, with a girl called Lizzie. A fantastic girl called Lizzie. But Lizzie, of course, had left. Not because we’d split up. But because ten days after we’d met she’d had to go back to where she’d come from. Australia. About as far away as it’s possible to get. We were still in e-mail contact, and there was even the odd phone call, but we both knew as much as we liked each other, it was an impossible situation.

“You liked her, didn’t you?” said Hanne.

“Yeah,” I said. “I did. She was cool.”

Hanne had been a great girlfriend. And an even better ex-girlfriend. She was supportive of the whole Lizzie thing when I’d told her. And, even better, she’d never put me in a similar position. There’s a time after every split up when you genuinely hope the other person will find it so hard to get over you that they’ll book themselves straight into the nearest nunnery. . . . Hanne hadn’t gone quite that far. But as yet neither had she brought out the jealous ex-boyfriend in me.

“I know things never really got off the ground with you and Lizzie,” she said. “But you’d have liked them to, wouldn’t you?”

“Well, yeah,” I said. “I would.”

It was nice of Hanne to care, I thought.

“And you and I have been apart for quite a while now, haven’t we?”

“Yes . . . I mean . . . I suppose we have.”

Suddenly it felt like Hanne had brought this up out of more than concern. It was like she was building up to something. In fact, I could tell she was, because she’d started to play with her napkin, and she wasn’t looking me in the eye. If you’re ever having dinner with Hanne, look out for this, because it may mean you won’t make it to dessert.

“I know there’s no need to ask you this, Dan . . . but the thing is . . . I’d just feel better if I said this to you now, to get it out in the open, you know . . .”

Oh. Oh my. Hanne was about to ask if we could get back together!

“I don’t know why I’m so nervous asking you this. . . .”

Blimey! She was! She was about to ask to get back together! How did I feel?

“I know your answer already, Dan, but I just want to hear it from you. . . .”

She had real love in her eyes, now . . . Yes, it was fairly well hidden, but that’s probably what she loved about me most—that I just knew these things.

“. . . and you must be completely honest with me about this. . . .”

God, this must be hard for her, realising she’d made the biggest mistake of her young life, knowing she’d have to plead with me to get me back . . .

“It’s okay, Hanne,” I said. “You can talk to me about anything.”

She squeezed my hand.

“Would you mind,” she said, “if I started seeing someone else?”

Oh.

“There. Said it,” she said, and sat back in her chair with a smile.

She’d met someone else. Jesus. What should I say? I had to smile and say well done, clearly. But oh, God—she was asking me for my blessing. The girl I’d been out with for three years before she dumped me was asking for my blessing.

Who had she met? Or had it gone further? Oh no. Hanne was engaged, wasn’t she? And she was probably pregnant, too. And he was probably an amazing bloke. He was probably a baron or something! I bet he was a millionaire. I always knew Hanne would end up with a millionaire. A millionaire who was dashing and had a castle and who, when offered an Amazing Penis Patch at a party, would just laugh heartily as if the very idea was the silliest thing he’d ever heard.

“Danny?” said Hanne. “What are you thinking?”

I snapped back into reality.

“I was just wondering if he was a baron.”

Hanne smiled.

“He’s just a guy I met through Cecilia. But I like him. He reminds me of you a little. Just less . . . work.”

“Well . . . that’s . . .”

“I know, I know. You’re cool with it. I mean, of course you are.”

And I was. I was cool with it. In fact, the more Hanne talked about him, the more cool with it I began to feel. If this whole Yes thing had been about starting again, then surely this was one of the best things that could have happened.

“Danny? You’re not saying much.” She looked concerned. “Do you mind that I want to start seeing someone else?”

I was about to shake my head, smile, and say, “Hanne, that’s the best thing ever. Go forth and make this bloke yours.”

But suddenly I realised what she’d just said—or, rather, the way in which she’d said it—and my stomach churned slightly.

“Sorry?” I said, playing for time, but it was already too late.

“I said, you don’t mind that I want to start seeing someone else, do you?”

Hanne smiled sweetly. It was short-lived.

“Yes.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Yes, what?”

“Yes to what you just said.”

“Yes, you don’t mind, or yes, you do?”

I think I looked a bit scared now. “Yes.”

Hanne’s mouth dropped open. “Yes, you mind? You mind that I want to start seeing someone else?”

Oh God.

“Yes.”

Now, clearly, this was a stupid thing to say. And the fact that Hanne kept repeating the question, and I kept saying yes to it, wasn’t helping matters.

“I’m shocked,” she said.

“I’m just trying to be more positive, you see,” I tried.

“But this isn’t positive! It’s negative! Very negative! How can you say that? How can you say you mind, when I was so cool about you and Lizzie?”

“Well . . . it depends on how you ask me, you see . . . If you said, ‘Will you give me your blessing to start seeing this bloke?,’ then I would definitely have said yes . . .”

“Oh, so I need your blessing, do I? Oh, I see. So it’s a power thing? I need your blessing before I can start seeing this guy?”

“Hanne, please, stop asking me questions. . . .”

“I don’t need your blessing for anything! Do you understand?”

Aha! A way out!

“Yes! Yes, I understand!”

“And you accept that?”

“Yes! Absolutely! Yes to that.”

“Good. So . . . I’ll ask you again,” said Hanne. “Do you have any objections to me seeing this man?”

I took a deep breath.

“Yes.”

•  •  •

I’ll be honest. The meeting with Hanne hadn’t gone quite as well as it could’ve. I imagine that if the Grown-up Scouts did exist, they’d have asked for their badge back.

I started to wish that I’d refined my scheme somewhat. Saying yes to everything anyone asked me was suddenly starting to feel like asking for trouble. And not telling anyone what I was up to could also bring its own problems—not as bad as the problems I’d face if word did get out, but still . . .

I started to feel like maybe a drink would be a good idea.

I phoned Wag.

“Listen,” I said. “Do you fancy meeting up a bit earlier?”

•  •  •

“So,” said Wag, putting his pint down, “you’re late.”

“Sorry,” I said, slightly out of breath, and sitting myself down.

I was twenty minutes late for meeting Wag, because on my way out of the Tube, a man sitting on the steps had asked me if I could spare any change. I’d said yes and had handed him what I could spare. Five minutes later another man I was walking past asked me whether I could spare any change. But I’d given all my spare change to the first man, so I had to go to a cashpoint to get some money out, and then find a shop to buy something from so that I would have some change, which I could adequately call “spare,” to give to the second man. And after I’d done that I’d bumped into the first man again, who didn’t recognise me and asked me whether or not I had any spare change at all.

Wag just looked at me.

“Why didn’t you just say no?”

Good question. I tried to change the subject.

“Nice tie,” I said.

“I’m not wearing a tie.”

There was an awkward silence.

“So, did you get me a pint?” I asked.

“Yes,” said Wag. “But I drank it.”

“Oh.”

“Your round.”

“Right.” I went to get the beers.

Wag and I sat in the corner of the Horse & Groom and quietly sipped at our pints. He’s a good friend of mine who shares a love of table football and intellectual chitchat. I’d met him a couple of years ago at a wedding, and we’d been hanging out ever since.

We’d discussed this and that already. His burgeoning musical career, for one thing. He was about to set off for Germany with the boy band Busted, after he had just returned from a tour of the same country with Right Said Fred (though for some reason he always forgets to tell people about this). We’d also touched upon some of his odd ideas about life. For example, he is a firm believer that his haircut—the mullet—will one day be regarded as the height of style and cool, and all he has to do is wait. For another, he truly and deeply believes that one day men too will bear children, despite the widely hailed success of the current system.

“What you’ve got to understand, Danny,” he said, “is that you obviously have a problem with moving on. You nearly managed it with that Lizzie girl, but it didn’t work out. And because of that, you resent Hanne for trying to move on with her own life. Am I getting close?”

He was getting nowhere near to being close, to be honest, but I played the game and nodded. Wag looked delighted.

“I’m good!” he said. ”Aren’t I good?”

I nodded again, and said, “Yes.”

“Deep down, this is all to do with Lizzie,” he said. “Let me break it down for you . . .”

And this is where I started to drift off . . .

•  •  •

It sounds like a cliché, but I started to fall for Lizzie the moment she had gotten her purse out and showed me a picture of a big prawn.

“This one’s my favourite,” she’d said. “Look at the size of it.”

It was the day after Boxing Day, and we were with mutual friends in a small pub just off Brick Lane.

“It certainly does look like a very big prawn,” I’d said.

“Show him that other one you’ve got,” Rohan had said, the man who’d brought us all there. “The one of the Big Egg.”

“Aw, Danny doesn’t want to see that,” Lizzie’d objected. “It’s just a picture of a big egg.”

But I did. I really did want to see a picture of a big egg.

So, Lizzie delved deeper into her bag.

“This Big Egg isn’t actually there anymore,” she’d said. “It used to be in Geelong, near where I’m from, but protestors had it removed.”

I had had a look at the Big Egg. Just like the prawn, it was pretty big. Only a bit more eggy and less obviously prawnlike.

“You probably think it’s a bit weird, me having photos of Big Prawns and Big Eggs in my bag,” she’d said.

But I didn’t. I had thought it was the coolest thing on Earth.

•  •  •

“And that, my friend, is why you will never get married. Not to a woman, anyway.”

“Sorry, what?”

“Were you listening to a thing I just said?”

“Yes.”

“So, what did I say?”

I had absolutely no idea. “Something to do with a woman?”

Wag made a tsk noise and raised his eyebrows.

“Sorry,” I said. “It was just . . . you know. I was thinking of Lizzie.”

“Oh,” said Wag. “Right.”

“I suppose today with Hanne made me think of Lizzie. When she left, it was just another reason to stay in and lay low—dumped by my girlfriend, then left by a fantastic girl I hadn’t even had the chance to properly date.”

“At this rate they’ll be ditching you before you’ve even met them,” said Wag helpfully. “They probably already are. Right this moment, all around the country, dozens of girls are probably dumping you left, right, and centre and not even having the good grace to tell you about it. They’re probably keeping your favourite CDs, too.”

“Thanks for that, Wag.”

He smiled a “that’s okay” smile. Wag was in high spirits tonight, and so we drank and laughed and drank some more. Mainly because he kept saying, “D’you fancy another pint?” and I kept saying yes.

•  •  •

“So . . . do you have pictures of any other big things?” I asked as we left the pub and walked up Brick Lane. “Or is it just prawns and eggs?”

“Not with me,” Lizzie’d said. “But I can get you some, if you like. There’s a picture I’ve got of the Big Pineapple . . .”

“That sounds perfect,” I’d said. “A picture of a big pineapple would be perfect.”

Lizzie had smiled.

“Okay. Are you around tomorrow? Are you coming to Rohan’s for New Year’s?”

“Yes. I definitely am.”

I made a mental note to ask Rohan where and when it was, and whether it was all right if I turned up after all, having already said no to the invite. As usual.

“Cool. Well, I’ll bring a picture of the Big Pineapple,” Lizzie’d said, climbing into her taxi.

“And if you’re lucky,” she had said, just before closing the door, “I’ll bring a picture of a big cow as well . . .”

I think it’s fair to say that I’d never looked forward to seeing a picture of a big cow quite as much.

•  •  •

“Right,” said Wag, when the bell finally sounded for last orders. “Let’s go to a club, yeah?”

“Yes,” I said with all the assurance of a man quite certain of his decision.

Wag balked. “What?”

“Yes. Let’s go to a club. Yes.”

“A club?”

“Yeah.”

Wag looked confused. The pints had taken their toll, but my faith and enthusiasm in what I was doing had grown.

“What club?”

“Eh?”

“What club are you on about?”

“It was your idea,” I said. “You said, ‘Let’s go to a club.’ ”

“Did I?”

“Yes! You always do!”

“Well . . . only because I don’t expect you to agree! Since when have you wanted to go to a club? Why do you want to go to a club?”

“Because you asked, Wag. Come on. It’s Saturday night. We’re in the middle of London. This is what we’re supposed to do at twenty-six.”

“But . . . it’s nearly eleven at night! What’s gotten into you?”

“I told you! Life is for living! Sometimes the biggest risk is never taking one!”

Wag looked worried.

“You said let’s go to a club, mate. I said yes. You know what we have to do now,” I said.

•  •  •

“So . . . all these pictures of big things,” I had said tentatively. “Is that, like, a hobby of yours?”

“No, no,” Lizzie’d said, smiling. “My brothers send them to me. As a joke. And it’s not ‘big things.’ It’s ‘Big Things.’ Capital b, capital t.”

“How do you know I didn’t use capitals?” I’d said.

“I just do,” she’d replied.

“Big Things,” I had said, trying somehow to make sure I’d said a capital t.

“My brothers sent them to me. To remind me of home. They think it’s funny. I think it’s geeky.”

“I think it’s . . . cool,” I had said, and immediately wished I hadn’t.

“Big Things are dotted all around Australia. For some reason it’s quite an Australian thing.”

“To build huge concrete representations of . . .”

Lizzie’d handed me another picture.

“A rolling pin?” I’d said.

“Yep. Rolling pin, bananas, barrel, lobster, koala . . .”

“Ah,” I’d said. “Now, a big koala makes sense. I mean, that’s Australian.”

“Yeah, the Big Koala.” She had laughed. “Imagine how proud that makes us feel. There’s even a Big Ned Kelly.”

“Wow,” I’d said. “A Big Ned Kelly. I would love to see a Big Ned Kelly.”

“You should get yourself an Aussie girl, then,” she’d said, and she had smiled in a way that made me feel a bit, well, fizzy.

Yes. Fizzy. Shut up.

“I suppose I should,” I’d said, suddenly slightly flushed.

I’ve just realised I’m making it sound like Lizzie and I have only just met. But the fact is that’s how it felt. In reality we’d known each other for a number of months, but only in the way that friends-of-friends usually do. Lizzie had gone out with a friend of mine for a while, but we’d never hung out; never got to know each other. We always had to be somewhere else with other people, doing other things, and suddenly I realised that I didn’t really know her at all. And suddenly I really wanted to.

“So what would you build, then,” she’d said, “if you had to build a Big Thing for me to take a picture of?”

I thought about it. Whatever I said had to be good. This was the kind of thing girls asked you when they were checking you out. It was a sort of basic psychology test. If I said something like “a lovely big puppy,” then that would be good. Saying something along the lines of “a really huge knife” or “a giant smiling knocker” . . . well . . . that would clearly be quite bad.

What do girls like? And what do girls like that I like?

“I . . . would have to say . . . ,” I had said, reaching desperately for girl-friendly ideas, “a baby.”

Lizzie had just looked at me.

“A baby?” she had said, flatly.

I’d clearly just made my answer too obvious. She had known instantly why I’d chosen a baby. Because that, in my mind, is what a girl would want to hear.

“Hang on, though, because it’s not just a baby.”

“What is it, then? A two-in-one thing? Both a baby and a bottle opener?”

“No. It’s a . . . special kind of baby.”

Lizzie had raised her eyebrows, waiting for my elaboration.

“It’s a Chinese one.”

Lizzie had somehow managed to raise her eyebrows even farther than they were already. I wouldn’t have thought it possible.

“A Chinese baby?” she’d said.

“A massive Chinese baby,” I had corrected her.

“Sorry,” she’d replied, but I’m not sure that she was. “A massive Chinese baby?”

“That’s correct,” I’d said firmly, like I’d thought it through. “A massive Chinese baby.”

“And why would you build a massive Chinese baby?” she had said in a tone which I hoped was gentle amusement but could just as easily have been the way experienced therapists talk to disturbed children.

“Well . . . there’s nothing cuter than a Chinese baby,” I’d said, which I thought was fair enough. “I mean, that’s not to say other Chinese people aren’t cute too. Well, no, that sounds patronising . . .”

Lizzie had folded her arms.

“. . . What I mean is, Chinese babies are cute, and so are . . . well . . . Chinese pensioners, now that I think about it. But, you know, anything in between I can take or leave, to be honest . . .”

Suddenly this wasn’t going so well. But I was sure I could rescue it.

“Let’s face it,” I’d said. “People would come from miles around to see my massive Chinese baby.”

What the hell was I saying?!

I stopped speaking immediately and stared into my drink.

Lizzie spoke next.

“Um . . . well, I think that if there . . .”

But I wouldn’t find out what Lizzie thought. Because suddenly Rohan was there with fresh cans of lager and a bowl of little carrots, and he sat down next to us, and we started to talk about London and Australia and how much Lizzie was looking forward to going back, and not one more word was said about massive Chinese babies for the rest of the evening.

The rest of the year, in fact.

•  •  •

It was twenty past three in the morning, and Wag and I were as drunk as we’ve ever been.

We’d ended up, somehow, sitting in the corner of a club in Soho, talking to three Australian lads in town on holiday. I was using all the Australian knowledge I had to impress them.

“So you’ve got a Big Pineapple, haven’t you?” I said. “And a Big Prawn. And you’ve got that Big Ned Kelly, too.”

But the men were looking at me blankly.

“You know . . . those sculptures you’ve got all over the place? You must’ve seen them. The Big Barrel and the Big Mosquito? The Big Worm? The Big Orange? I’ve never been over there, but I’ve seen pictures that this girl I was sort of seeing showed me, and it sounds amazing.”

I was still getting blank looks. I decided I probably just hadn’t said enough Big Things. So I continued.

“The Big Can. The Big Cod. The Big Carrot. The—”

“Big, Boring Bastard,” said Wag, and everyone laughed.

“I am talking about Australian culture here, Wag,” who was annoying me now, so I’ll tell you his real name is actually Wayne. “It is important that these gentlemen know that we in the United Kingdom are taking an interest.”

“But they’re Austrian,” said Wag.

“I’m terribly sorry. I thought you were Australian. Why did I think you were Australian?”

Everyone just sort of shrugged.

“But I’ve been talking to you about Australia and being Australian for about . . .”

“Twenty minutes,” said one of them. In an Austrian accent. It was then that I noticed his T-shirt had the word “Austria” on it.

“Yes. Twenty minutes,” I said. “Well, I hope you’ve at least learned a little something about Australia from our conversations. Good day to you and welcome to our country.”

Wag and I sauntered gracefully away from the Austrians, or as gracefully as it’s possible to saunter while still swaying quite a lot and bumping into people, and stood at the edge of the dance floor.

“Drink?” said Wag.

“Yes!” I nearly shouted, correctly identifying a Yes moment. “Yes, yes, yes!”

I was pointing in the air and jabbing my finger with every “yes” and continued doing so long after Wag had gone to the bar.

It was probably this that attracted the man wearing the sombrero.

At first I assumed he was a Mexican, but slowly began to realise that a real Mexican probably wouldn’t be wearing a sombrero in a London nightclub. And he’d probably have a real mustache, not a stick-on one. A Mexican with a stick-on mustache would be like a super Mexican, because he’d have two mustaches, and that’d be cool, because a super Mexican could probably use his poncho as a cape, and then I realised I was saying all this to the man’s face.

“Tequila?” he said by way of a response, revealing himself to be a novelty tequila seller. He revealed what at first glance appeared to be a gun holster but was actually holding a whole bottle of the stuff. “It’s one pound a shot.”

Now, I have developed, over the years, an amazing ability to avoid tequila. A number of unfortunate escapades have happened to me as a result of drinking it, and as a result I have an almost subconscious ability to say no whenever the word is mentioned.

“Yes!”

The man poured me a shot, and I downed it.

“Another?”

I looked a lot less keen this time.

“Yes,” I said without the previous exclamation mark and with a slightly sickly feeling in my stomach. To be perfectly honest I’m fairly sure I’d had more than enough to drink already. I downed my second shot and smiled at the Mexican, willing him to walk away. Either he got the gist, or he thought I was coming on to him, because he walked away very quickly indeed.

I tried to focus my eyes on the dance floor. Ah, that looked like fun. I was suddenly convinced I was a very good dancer indeed, certainly as good as that lady in the blue top, or that one in the green. And they were very good. Especially the one in the blue top. She was brilliant! But she’d be no match for me. Maybe I should instigate a dance off with her. Sure, she looked like she knew what she was doing with her arms and legs and head and stuff, but mere physical fitness and coordination and probable classical training was no match for my artistic flailings. I could do what she was doing; I was convinced of it. But unlike the classically trained, my dancing had no respect for so-called boundaries; I wasn’t afraid to break the rules. I’d probably scare the blue-top lady, or her mate in the green, or even that big friend of theirs—the one staring me straight in the eyes and now walking right up to me. That was probably why he was coming toward me, in actual fact. To tell me they all knew what I was thinking, and that I was right—I was the rightful Lord of the Dance! Then we’d probably all go back to their place, and I’d show them some of my moves, and we’d all be great mates, and . . .

“Are you looking at my girlfriend?” said the man, suddenly inches away from me and not looking like the happiest bloke in the world.

“Huh?” I said brilliantly.

“Are you looking at my girlfriend?”

I smiled and tried to stifle a little tequila burp.

“Am I looking at your girlfriend?” I said in what I hoped was a very amusing voice.

The man wasn’t amused.

I suddenly realised he was serious. My instinct told me to say no. No to whatever he was suggesting. It was a definite No moment.

“Who’s your girlfriend?” I asked as if showing a willingness to undertake detailed research was going to make things better.

“Blue top,” he said.

Oh. Her.

“You make a lovely couple,” I tried.

“So are you looking at her?”

This was awkward. Every part of my being was screaming at me to make peace with this man, to say no and walk away, but it was obvious I had been looking at her, and anyway, I already knew what I had to say . . .

“Yes,” I said.

The man looked a little shocked by this. He looked back at his girlfriend, and then at me again.

“Right,” he said. “So . . . you’re looking at my girlfriend.”

“Yup,” I said, trying a little half-smile.

He smiled back. This wasn’t going too badly, I suppose. Maybe he was still going to hail me as the Lord of the Dance.

But then, slowly . . .

“Do I look like the sort of idiot who’d let you look at my girlfriend?”

Uh-oh. He was upping the stakes. Quite considerably. He was asking me to call him an idiot. To his face. To his big, manly face.

“Yes.”

I was now cringing slightly and trying my hardest to make my answer sound like a question rather than a statement.

The man smiled again. I was hoping it was a smile of acceptance and gratitude, like I’d told him exactly what he’d always wanted to hear.

He took another small step toward me. I could smell him.

“Are you looking for a fucking smack in the mouth?” he said.

It’s about now that I should have feigned a heart attack or fainted or run away or broken down in tears or renounced my position as the Yes Man. I should have shouted for Wag or pretended I was in the FBI or begged for forgiveness. But I didn’t. I saw this as a challenge. A challenge to who I was, and what I wanted to achieve. How serious was I about this? How much did I care? I tensed up, closed my eyes, and said . . .

“Yes.”

Jesus. I had just said, yes, I am looking for a fucking smack in the mouth. And I wasn’t. I rarely am.

I was now bracing myself for the impact. I could already feel the punch before it even happened. I turned my head slightly, hoping he’d miss my nose and not smash my glasses, or my cheekbone, or anything else he could possibly smash, or crack, or bruise, or burst.

But nothing happened.

I opened my eyes.

He was just standing there, looking at me, watching me flinch.

I watched him, watching me flinch.

And then he spoke.

“You fucking psycho.”

I blinked a couple of times.

And then he pushed my shoulder, turned, and walked away.

My God.

I had survived. I had survived a punch-up in a nightclub! Fair enough; there hadn’t been any actual punches. But I had survived nonetheless! I had been the Yes Man, and I had stared death in the face, and I had come out of it unscathed!

Wag was suddenly by my side. He’d clearly been watching from some distance away.
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