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PROLOGUE


(Principally concerning Eskimos)











A man, a woman and a discussion about Eskimos


‘Do you want to hear an interesting fact?’ said Jo. ‘Eskimos apparently have over fifty different words for snow. Snow’s really important to those guys – I suppose it’s because sometimes the difference between one type and another can mean the difference between life or death.’ She paused and laughed self-consciously. ‘You know they’ve got words for dry snow and wet snow, fluffy snow and compact snow. They’ve got words for snow that comes down fast and for snow that comes down slow – they’ve thought of everything.’


‘That’s a lot of snow,’ commented Rob as his eyes flicked to a scruffy-looking mongrel crossing the road in front of them, oblivious to the night bus hurtling towards it. It only narrowly missed being hit, but continued coolly on its journey to the bin outside the off-licence, which it sniffed studiously, then cocked a leg against.


‘So, what’s your point?’ asked Rob.


‘Well, it’s like this,’ replied Jo. ‘If Eskimos can come up with fifty words for snow because it’s a matter of life or death, why is it that we’ve only got one word for “love”?’




PART ONE


(Principally concerning a big move)




Rob waits for his girlfriend


The events that led up to Rob Brooks discussing love, Eskimos and snow with someone who wasn’t his girlfriend Ashley Mclntosh while sitting on a damp kerb outside an off-licence in South Manchester had orginated in a solitary event that had taken place roughly a year and a half earlier in a house in Tooting, south London.


It was Friday in July, just after nine o’clock, and Rob, a thirty-two-year-old graphic designer was sitting on his sofa in the house he shared, staring at the clock on the wall. He was waiting for his girlfriend to arrive from Manchester so that he could complete his transformation from part-time single bloke to dutiful full-time boyfriend. Rob had been working towards it – with him going to Manchester or her coming to London – every other weekend for the last three years. It was like living two lives, one in which he was a bachelor and another in which he was a fully paid-up member of the Couple Club. And although it had been fine in the early days, the older he got the harder it was to sustain the effort involved maintaining this type of relationship.


To Rob’s mind, the Long Distance Relationship was for young people or, to be more exact, people in their twenties who had the kind of wired energy required for a cross-country love affair, which he hadn’t for a long time. He was well past the age when a long-distance relationship was anything other than a big fat pain in the arse, and now he questioned the validity of any journey that wasn’t a commute to work or a taxi ride to the airport for a weekend shopping trip to New York to buy (amongst other things) the kinds of trainers, T-shirts and clothing that would impress the more fashion conscious of his friends.


Rob was convinced that it wasn’t just him who thought like this but people like him too. People who would rather spend an evening on the Internet trying to work out how to order food in than leave the comfort and safety of their homes for a real life all-singing all-dancing store. It might seem ridiculous to order groceries on a computer, but, in these cash-rich, time-poor days, it made so much sense to a busy man like Rob. So he couldn’t help but wonder that if life was too short to spend time in the supermarket it was also too short surely to spend every other weekend on the motorway while the rest of the world relaxed. But he accepted the tedium of weekend travelling as one of many things you do for love.


The cordless phone rang on the table in front of him and he answered it immediately. Maybe it was Ashley, to say she was at the front door. He knew there was little chance of that – normally she didn’t leave Manchester until after six – but he allowed himself to imagine letting her into the house, chatting to her about her day, making her a quick something to eat, then taking her to the Queen’s Head in time for last orders.


‘Hi, sweetheart,’ said Rob, into the receiver, while he ordered himself an imaginary pint. ‘Still got far to come?’


‘I’m on the M6,’ replied Ashley.


‘Which bit of it?’ he asked, trying to mask his disappointment.


There was a long pause. ‘I’ve only just gone past Stoke. There’s a huge tailback – roadworks somewhere.’


Rob did a swift calculation and worked out that his dream of last orders was dead. It would be at least midnight before she got to London, which meant that not only would they miss the pub but she would also be in a bad mood.


‘Why were you late leaving?’ asked Rob.


‘Why are you making a big deal about it?’ snapped Ashley.


‘Because I told you last night that there were roadworks on the M6 outside Birmingham and that if you were late leaving you’d get stuck in loads of traffic.’


‘Well, you were right.’


‘I don’t want to be right,’ he said, no longer bothering to hide his exasperation. ‘I just wanted you to take my advice and leave a bit earlier. If you had you’d be here, not sitting in miles of traffic.’


There was a click and the line went dead. She’d put the phone down on him. Rob watched the clock in silence. He hadn’t meant to get annoyed so quickly. And the last thing he needed was for the weekend to get off to a bad start yet again. I’ll have to call her back, he thought, but before he could, the phone rang again. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘I’m sorry. Okay? Let’s forget what just happened and start again.’


‘Sorry for what?’ said a gruff northern voice that Rob recognised immediately. It was Phil, his friend, house-mate and co-director of their two-year-old web-design consultancy, clUNKEE mUNKEE.


‘In trouble with the missus, are we?’ asked Phil, laughing.


‘Sort of,’ conceded Rob, taking in the background noise at the other end of the line. He could hear talking, laughing and music – classic Friday-night-in-the-pub ambience. He felt strangely sad.


‘What’ve you done wrong this time?’ asked Phil.


‘It’s a long story. And it’ll get even longer if she rings back and finds the phone engaged and that it’s not me trying to call her back.’


‘All right, Bobman,’ said Phil. ‘I was just calling to see what time you’d be down here.’


‘How many times did I tell you today that I wasn’t coming out tonight?’


‘Ten or twenty,’ replied Phil, between sniggers.


‘So why are you tormenting me like this? Normally it’d be fine, you know that. But with things the way they are between me and Ash the last thing I can afford to do is fail to greet her after her long journey because I’m in the Queen’s drinking too much and falling over, like the weekend before last.’


‘You are so under the thumb,’ said Phil, chuckling. The phone went muffled, and then there was a roar of laughter. Rob was imagining what he was missing – a pint, conversation, the feeling that the weekend had really arrived – when a male voice yelled down the line, ‘Rob, you big girly tosser,’ which brought him to his senses. It was his friend Woodsy, a.k.a. Peter Woodman, a.k.a. Rob and Phil’s unofficial semipermanent house guest.


‘Are you all right, mate?’ enquired Woodsy.


‘I’m fine,’ replied Rob.


‘Phil says you’re coming to the pub,’ said Woodsy.


‘No, mate, I can’t. Ashley’s on her way.’


‘Oh, you have to come.’


‘I can’t.’


‘Please.’


‘I can’t.’


‘She won’t mind.’


Rob laughed. ‘Oh, yes, she will.’


‘Hang on,’ said Woodsy.


There was another long pause, filled with the sounds of the Queen’s Head.


‘Mate?’ said Phil.


‘Yeah?’


‘About the pub.’


‘What about the pub?’


‘Are you coming, then?’


‘I’ve told you I can’t,’ replied Rob. ‘I don’t understand why you’re torturing me like—’


Another burst of laughter at the other end of the line prevented him finishing his sentence.


‘Sorry about that,’ said Phil, a few moments later.


Suddenly Rob felt even sadder about his lost Friday night. ‘Is it good?’ he asked.


‘What?’ said Phil.


‘Is the pub good?’


‘It’s the pub,’ said Phil laughing. ‘How good can it be?’


‘But I’m not missing out on anything good, am I? I mean, who’s out tonight?’


‘Everybody,’ said Phil.


‘Like who?’


‘Okay . . . Ian One’s here . . . and Ian Two . . . and Kevin called to say he’d be down before last orders – oh, and Darren’s at the bar.’


‘Really?’ asked Rob.


‘Yeah, really,’ said Phil.


‘And what have you all been doing?’


‘What kind of question is that? We’ve been drinking mainly – and talking.’


‘Talking about what?’


‘Do you really want to know?’ asked Phil.


‘Yes,’ replied Rob. ‘I do.’


He could hear Phil repeating the question to their friends.


‘Okay,’ said Phil, back on the line. ‘The boys have helped me do a quick recap. We’ve been talking about dangerous things we did when we were kids, will a socialist Utopia ever be possible, some new girl in Ian Two’s office who’s supposed to look like a young Sophia Loren, bands whose second albums were better than their débuts, work in general, Ian One’s broken computer and finally, “In which video does Kylie Minogue wear those gold hotpants?”’


‘“Spinning Around”,’ said Rob automatically.


‘Are you sure?’ asked Phil. ‘Because I reckon it’s “Can’t Get You Out of My Head.”’


‘You are so wrong,’ insisted Rob. ‘You’re a whole album out, mate.’


‘We’ll see about that,’ said Phil. Rob heard him ask the others. ‘Okay,’ he said, after a few moments. ‘I stand corrected. You’re right – this time.’


‘Of course I am,’ Rob replied, desperately wishing he was there to be smug in person.


‘So, are you coming down?’ asked Phil.


‘I can’t,’ said Rob. ‘The first ten minutes of being together in a long-distance relationship are crucial. You haven’t seen each other all week, you’ve both been under a lot of stress, you’re tired, and maybe a bit grumpy. You’re a ticking time-bomb waiting to go off. If World War Three isn’t going to kick off, you both need to have your wits about you and I don’t think I will have if I come down the pub.’


‘Fine,’ said Phil. ‘But don’t wait up for me and Woodsy. We’re thinking about going to a club in town, then back to Ian One’s because his missus is away and he’s just bought the uncut version of Enter the Dragon on DVD.’


‘Enter the Dragon,’ echoed Rob, longingly. He sighed and glanced at his watch. ‘Look, I’d better go. Catch you later, mate.’


If it had been up to Rob he would have spent the rest of the evening lamenting what he was missing but the second he ended the call the phone rang again. A small-voiced Ashley piped up, ‘I’m sorry,’ and started to cry.


‘I’m sorry too,’ Rob replied, then added, ‘But, sweetheart, you can’t cry when you’re driving. You might have a crash. You’ve got to concentrate.’


‘Is that all you care about?’ sniffed Ashley. ‘The car?’


Her response flustered him. Was he wrong to worry about her crashing? Should he encourage her to let it all out while she was in control of a vehicle travelling at seventy miles an hour in the middle lane of the M6? In the end he decided to ignore her comment because, most likely, even she knew that it didn’t make sense. He had to say something to appease her, though. And he had to say it soon. ‘I love you, babe,’ he whispered. ‘You’ll be here soon and everything will be all right.’


‘I love you too,’ said Ashley. ‘I’ll speak to you when I’m closer to London.’




Four years earlier: How Rob met Ashley McIntosh


Rob and Ashley had first met at a leaving do for Ian One. In the time that Rob had known Ian One (whose real name was Ian Quinn) he had graduated from marketing junior to marketing manager with a team of ten people under him. At the pace he was climbing the career ladder, it was only a matter of time before he went to a bigger firm. Ian One’s leaving do was the stuff of legend. His company coughed up for a free bar all night and he invited not just work colleagues and major clients but his friends too.


At the time Rob and Phil were both at the Orange Egg design consultancy in Shoreditch, working on print ads, corporate websites and general design, but they were thinking about starting up their own company. The rest of their friends were at the party too: Ian Two (whose real name was Ian Manning), Woodsy, Darren and Kevin. The six were standing together in a large group at the bar when Rob spotted Ashley coming through the door.


As far as relationships went, Rob had been going through a dry patch that was threatening to turn his whole life into a Sahara. It wasn’t that he never met any single women, rather that he didn’t meet any single women who came up to his self-imposed, stringently high standards. His last girlfriend, Trish, had been a part-time model and fashion student who, as well as being exceptionally easy on the eye, had a great sense of humour and, most important of all, got on with his friends. For the two years they had been together Rob was convinced that he had found the yin to his self-confessed difficult-to-fit yang. Then she had graduated from the Royal College of Art, announced that she was desperate to go to New York to get into fashion and wanted him to go with her. For several weeks Rob wavered, trying to make up his mind, and at one point sent his CV to a few design studios and advertising agencies in Manhattan. The crunch came, however, when an ad agency forwarded his CV to a small design studio in the process of setting up. They contacted him immediately and practically offered him a job over the phone. The second his east-coast pipe-dream looked like it might become reality, he had realised that he didn’t want to go. He couldn’t pinpoint why – it would have been a brilliant opportunity – but no matter how he looked at the situation it didn’t feel right. When he had broken the news to Trish she told him she was the best thing that had ever happened to him and he’d live to regret not taking that chance. And Rob was sure she was right. A year later, he’d met loads of single women but hadn’t been interested in any of them. As he’d explained to Phil, ‘They’re just not Trish.’


Then he met Ashley.


‘Now she is amazing,’ said Rob, to his friends.


‘Out of your league, mate,’ pronounced Phil.


‘Absolutely,’ added Ian Two.


‘What is my league?’ asked Rob.


‘She’s a nine,’ said Darren, ‘and you’re a six and a half.’


‘A seven tops,’ added Kevin.


‘I’m an eight and a half at least.’


‘In your dreams, mate,’ said Woodsy. ‘You’re a six and a half. Stick with what you deserve, mate.’


‘Right,’ said Rob. ‘We’ll see about that.’ Without taking his eyes off Ashley he went over to Ian One on the other side of the bar. ‘Any chance you know who that girl is?’ he asked, pointing at Ashley.


‘Don’t know her but I do know the woman she’s talking to,’ said Ian One. ‘If you ask me she’s way out of your league, mate. She’s young, attractive and well dressed – what could she have in common with a scruffy graphic designer like you who has more pairs of trainers than a sports shop?’ He laughed. ‘Nothing I’m saying’s going to stop you, though, is it? You up for some smooth talking or what?’


Drinks in hand, the two men made their way across the room and Ian One opened with a kiss for his work colleague, Michelle.


‘I can’t believe you’re really leaving,’ she said, hugging him. ‘You’re like part of the furniture.’ She turned to the woman standing next to her. ‘Ian, this is my baby sister, Ashley.’


‘Hi, nice to meet you,’ grinned Ian One. ‘And this is my mate Rob.’


Ian One, ever the perfect wingman, began to ask Ashley about herself to draw her into the conversation. She was twenty-four. She was a medical student at Manchester University Medical School. She’d come to London to see her sister for a few days. Then he made an excuse to take her sister aside, which left Rob with the perfect opportunity to break the ice with Ashley.


‘So,’ began Rob, ‘you don’t look like a medical student.’


‘I’m not sure how to take that,’ replied Ashley, smiling.


Rob winced. ‘Why don’t you tell me what I look like and then we’ll be even?’


She laughed, then looked Rob up and down as though he were an item of clothing she liked but wasn’t sure she wanted to take home. ‘You look like you work in a record shop,’ she replied.


‘I’m a graphic designer.’


With certain girls Rob had found that “I’m a graphic designer”, with its implied creativity, had a certain cachet. Ashley, however, didn’t seem to be one of them.


‘What’s that, then?’ she asked.


‘I’m like an artist,’ explained Rob, ‘only I work in the commercial world. I design things like ads, billboards, posters, book jackets, packaging, corporate logos, websites – that sort of thing.’


Over the next half an hour they talked, uninterrupted, about their lives. There was something easy about their conversation – it wasn’t forced, just flowed naturally – but Rob couldn’t escape the feeling that it was simply a means to an end. They didn’t know each other, might not have anything in common, but they wanted to know each other so conversation was the only avenue open to them. As far as he was concerned Ashley might have been reciting the times table and it wouldn’t have mattered. The result would have been the same because the conversation was just a jumble of personal details. It was the fact that they were having it that said everything – and primarily: ‘The more we do this the more I want to do it.’


As Ashley was about to reply to ‘What’s your favourite film?’ Michelle returned, without Ian One, and reminded her sister that they had a table booked at a restaurant in Piccadilly for nine thirty.


Ashley looked at Rob. ‘Do you want to come?’ Then she turned to her sister. ‘It wouldn’t be a problem, would it?’


‘No, of course not. More the merrier.’


Ashley’s eyes met his. ‘So, how about it?’


‘I’m afraid I can’t,’ he said. ‘It’s Ian’s leaving do.’


‘Oh, he won’t mind,’ said Michelle. ‘The way he’s going, he won’t even remember.’


They all gazed at Ian One who, now jacket-free and tieless, was dancing exuberantly with a middle-aged woman.


‘Yeah, I know,’ said Rob, ‘but I’m with the rest of my mates, too, and it’s frowned on to leave parties early.’


‘I could understand what you were saying if you were an eleven-year-old and you’d spent the day playing out on your bikes, but you’re a grown man,’ laughed Michelle. ‘At least, I thought you were.’


‘It’s a friends thing,’ explained Rob, ‘and there’s a certain etiquette with these things.’


‘You make it sound like you belong to an exclusive golf club,’ said Ashley.


‘It’s something like that. The fact is, if it wasn’t Ian’s leaving do – say we were just down the pub – it wouldn’t matter at all. I could leave without giving my mates a second thought.’


‘And why’s that?’


‘Because a night down the pub is a regular occurrence.’


Ashley nodded. ‘But a leaving do isn’t so you have to be seen to be doing the right thing.’


‘Exactly,’ replied Rob.


‘Well, it’s your loss,’ said Michelle.


Suddenly Rob realised she might have a point. Some sort of masculine brain malfunction had caused him to talk himself out of having dinner with an attractive twenty-four-year-old medical student. What was he thinking? She was the first woman he’d been properly attracted to since Trish. And Ashley didn’t even live in London – how would he get a second stab at making something happen between them if they didn’t live in the same city?


‘On second thoughts,’ he began nervously, ‘maybe I could get some sort of papal dispensation from Ian to make it all right.’


‘No,’ said Ashley, touching his hand. ‘You stay with your friends.’


Rob thought about saying it was fine, but was all too aware that he was in danger of losing what little cool he might still have. Instead he replied, ‘You’re right. Friends should come first. Because without them what are you? But before you go I’d like to insist on one thing.’


‘Which is?’


‘Your phone number.’


Ashley and her sister exchanged a knowing glance.


‘Have you got a pen?’ asked Ashley.


‘No,’ replied Rob, digging into his pockets and pulling out his mobile. ‘I’ll just put it in this.’ Ashley took it from him, carefully tapped in her number and pressed ‘save’. Then she kissed his cheek, picked up her coat from the back of the chair next to her and went towards the door.


Alone, Rob checked her number as if it was the only proof in the world that the last half-hour hadn’t been an elaborate dream. Was the number she had given real? He took a deep breath and pressed ‘call’.


‘Hello?’ said a female voice.


‘Is that Ashley?’


‘Yes – who’s . . . Rob?’


‘Yes.’


‘Rob that I was speaking to less than a minute ago?’


‘Yes, that Rob.’


‘What can I do for you?’


‘Nothing at the minute. I just wanted to check – with you being a trainee doctor and all – that you’ll be available in case of an emergency.’


‘Oh,’ she replied softly, ‘I’ll always be there for you in an emergency.’


Thirty seconds later she walked back in and, without a word, they kissed. And that, pretty much, was that.




Ashley arrives in London


It was just after midnight when Rob heard Ashley’s car pull up outside the house. He turned off the TV and looked through the curtains: she was reversing her convertible MQ into the kind of parking spot that most people would have written off as a non-starter, which said volumes about Ashley’s ability behind the wheel and her personality. Nothing was too difficult for her – whether it was life in general or precision parking. He put on his trainers and went outside to help her with her bags.


‘Hey, you,’ he said, as she unlocked the boot.


Ashley allowed herself to be kissed.


‘How was the journey?’


She didn’t reply, just rolled her eyes and hauled out her bags. As they went towards the house Rob asked question after question in a bid to coax her out of her dark mood, but her responses were strained and barely audible.


He dumped the bags in his bedroom while Ashley made herself a cup of tea. By the time he was back downstairs she was sitting in the living room with a steaming mug in her hand. Rob turned on the TV and they watched an old episode of Have I Got News For You. In the half-hour it was on, Rob laughed several times, but Ashley failed to raise so much as a smile.


‘I’m really tired,’ he said, stifling a yawn as the credits rolled. He stretched in pantomime fashion – his code for, “Do you want to have sex?”


‘I’m shattered,’ replied Ashley. ‘The second I hit the pillow I’ll be out like a light.’


‘Me too,’ said Rob, decoding her answer as a firm negative.


‘I just want a big hug and then to fall asleep,’ she said, cuddling up to him.


‘Are you all right?’ asked Rob.


‘No.’ She sat up. ‘Actually, I’m not. I think we need to talk.’


‘It’s the long-distance thing, isn’t it?’


‘Yes.’ She looked into Rob’s eyes. ‘You know I love you, don’t you, more than anything in the world? But you must see that we can’t carry on like this. I miss you too much, the travelling makes me bad-tempered and I feel like our life is on hold . . .’ She pointed across the room to the armchair where a sleeping-bag adorned with a pair of green boxer shorts lay bundled up. ‘And although I love Woodsy to death even he’s getting a bit too much for me.’


‘I know,’ said Rob eyeing the boxers. ‘I’ll have a word with him about tidying up.’


‘But that’s not the point, is it? The point is, do you want us to live together?’


‘Of course I do,’ said Rob. ‘I’ve told you that a million times.’


‘So if you want to be with me, let’s go for it. Come and live with me – or stay here, if you prefer. I’ll start looking for a new job tomorrow. All you need to do is say. But we can’t carry on the way things are. Manchester or London? The choice is yours.’


Rob nodded slowly. The choice was indeed his. He knew Ashley had been more patient than he deserved. She had asked time and again if she should apply for a job in London so that they could be together and he’d always said no. The fact was, he knew he’d have to leave London one day. It was too expensive. It was too grimy. It was too . . . London. And he was aware of what was at stake. He didn’t want to miss out on a good thing as he had done with Trish because of geography. He knew Ashley was his one chance of living a proper life. He didn’t want to miss out on the Buying-a-house Thing, the Getting-married Thing, the Being-a-parent Thing, even the Being-happy-for-the-rest-of-your-life-until-you-pop-your-clogs Thing. And it didn’t seem fair that he might miss out on all that just because he wasn’t ready to move city.


‘Look, Ash,’ he began, ‘I know things can’t go on like this, and one day I will move up to Manchester. It’s just that . . .’


‘What?’


‘Things are different when they become reality. It’ll mean a lot of changes, like moving my job. Phil and I have only had the company running two years—’


‘But you’ve told me before that you could easily set up in Manchester and commute to London for meetings with Phil. It’s only two hours on the train.’


Rob swallowed. She was right again. And, to make matters worse, he and Phil had had the discussion only a month earlier. Phil had suggested it might be a good thing as then they’d have the desk space to hire their first employee.


‘Look,’ said Rob, ‘all I’m saying is . . . can’t we just wait a little longer?’


Ashley shook her head. ‘Not any more. Just give me a reason – one good reason – why you won’t move.’


‘I can’t give you one,’ he told her sullenly. ‘There are too many to choose from.’


‘And that’s the last you’ve got to say on the matter?’ she asked, as she untangled herself from his arms and stood up.


‘This doesn’t have to be a “Thing”, okay? All I’m asking for is a bit of time.’


‘How much?’


‘Two years . . . three max.’


‘No,’ said Ashley, firmly. ‘You’ve agreed we can’t carry on like this.’


‘You’re right, but now’s not the right time for me to leave London.’


‘You’ve said that. But I still don’t feel you’re telling me the real reason why.’


‘It doesn’t matter.’


‘Of course it does, because whatever’s stopping you is affecting my life as well as yours. I don’t understand you. You say you want to leave London but you won’t make the decision to do it. Don’t you want to be with me any more?’


‘Of course I do,’ said Rob. ‘I love you.’


‘Then what is it?’ asked Ashley. ‘What’s stopping you?’


‘I just need more time,’ said Rob. ‘A bit more and it’ll all be sorted, I promise you.’


‘Well, that’s the one thing you can’t have,’ said Ashley, and with that she left the room and headed upstairs, slamming the door after her.


‘Where are you going?’ Rob called after her.


‘Back to Manchester,’ she replied, as she appeared at the top of the stairs holding her suitcase.


‘It’s late,’ said Rob. Panic had worked its way into his voice. ‘You’re tired. I’m tired. Can’t we just talk about this?’


‘No,’ she said, as she came down the stairs. ‘We can’t. Not any more.’ She brushed past him and slammed the front door behind her.


Rob opened it and followed her along the path to the gate. ‘What do you want me to say. Ash?’ he shouted.


She was standing by her car now, fumbling desperately with her keys. ‘I want you to say that you want to be with me as much as I want to be with you,’ she said, evidently fighting back tears. ‘That’s not too much to ask, is it?’


Rob didn’t answer. Instead he sat down on his neighbour’s wall, closed his eyes and put his head into his hands. He heard Ashley start her car. As she slid it into gear and drove off, he exhaled heavily. He wished more than anything that he was in the pub with his friends. At least they would understand why he was finding it so hard to make the decision. They would see it his way. Unlike Ashley who didn’t understand that at the age of thirty-two, there were only a handful of things that could genuinely terrify a man – and, ridiculous as it might seem, one was the idea of moving to a new city and making new friends.




Nine years earlier: When Rob met Phil


Saturday afternoon. Two o’clock. Fresh off the Luton Line Express coach from Bedford, Rob entered the dilapidated rented six-bedroom house in Kilburn that would be his new home. He was carrying a large rucksack, a suitcase and a cumbersome just-about-portable CD-player. As he stood in the hallway, his mind was flung back to when the landlord had first shown him the room. He studied the floor. Had the hallway carpet always been so heavily stained? He sniffed the air. Had the smell of dust and damp been so strong? He examined the walls. Had there really been what looked like a faded blood splatter by the stairs on his last visit? Had his eyes been open at all when he was last here? He was wondering whether it was too late to beg the landlord for the return of his deposit cheque when he heard a noise from the living room. He realised it was one of his house-mates and decided to check it out. As he entered through the heavy panelled door, he saw a bloke of his own age sitting on a purple sofa wearing a pair of Blackburn Rovers football shorts and a bright blue T-shirt that bore the words ‘Pavement: The Slow Century’. He was reading a magazine that, on closer examination, Rob saw was a copy of Mac User. ‘All right, mate?’ he said, as he looked up.


‘Yeah, cheers.’ Rob introduced himself: ‘I’m Rob, Rob Brooks.’


‘Phil Parry. You must be the guy moving into Steve’s old room.’


Rob nodded. ‘I’m only here for six months, and after that I’ll probably move on.’


‘We all said that when we first moved in,’ Phil told him. ‘But no one ever leaves because, as filthy, flea-ridden and mouldy as this place is, it’s cheap.’


‘Well, someone’s gone because I’m taking his room.’


Phil raised his eyebrows questioningly. ‘Didn’t it put you off, though?’


‘What?’


Phil lowered his voice: ‘You know.’


‘Know what?’ Rob lowered his too.


‘Moving into a room where someone’s just died.’


This news took Rob by surprise. ‘You’re telling me the guy in my room died? Of what?’


‘Gullibility,’ said Phil, laughing. ‘Steve’s not dead. Not unless you count moving to Milton Keynes to live with your bunny-boiler of a girlfriend as a form of expiry.’


As jokes went it wasn’t the greatest, but Rob was pleased that the stranger had felt comfortable enough within minutes of meeting him to make a joke at his expense. Then Phil offered him some coffee and Rob followed him round the kitchen while his new house-mate pointed out things he thought Rob ought to know (One: ‘This is the kitty jar for milk, coffee and tea. We all drop a pound in it once a week. IOUs will be frowned on.’ Two: ‘This is Katie our resident nutter’s cupboard. Never steal food from her unless you’re in the mood to start World War Three.’ Three: ‘This is my cupboard. Never steal food from me unless yours is well stocked so I can steal some back.’).


‘So,’ began Phil, as they sat in the living room with their coffee, ‘what brings you to London? Just finished university?’


Rob nodded. ‘I’ve just got my first job in graphic design.’


‘You’re joking,’ said Phil. ‘Me too.’


‘Where do you work?’ asked Rob.


‘An advertising and design studio called Worker’s Play Time in Soho. What about you?’


Rob laughed. ‘The art department at Ogilvy-Hunter on Charlotte Street.’


‘Good company,’ said Phil, grinning. ‘Maybe we should work together one day.’


They were delighted to have so much in common straight away. Once the basic autobiographical details were out of the way they ventured on to music. They asked each other what bands they liked, and listened to the answers carefully, calculating whether they had sufficient crossover in taste, which, thankfully, they did. Rob felt as if he was a contestant on a TV game show. With each round of questions, the stakes were that much higher and the correct answers harder to come by. Over the afternoon they made their way through the world of graphic design, films currently on general release in West End cinemas, films in general, current TV series, TV series from the seventies, TV series from the eighties, Blackburn Rovers’ current form, Luton Town’s current form, music (again), gigs, magazines, people they hated on TV, women they fancied on TV, travel, newspapers, Formula One, stories about being drunk, stories about good-looking ex-girlfriends, and finally (by this time it was late evening and they had retired to the pub) stories about when they had nearly died doing something horrendously stupid (Phil, playing chicken in the middle of the road with a traffic cone on his head; Rob, potholing in north Wales while under the influence of a very heavy night). By the time they returned to the house – having stopped off on the way to get two kebabs and a large portion of chips – the pair were in no doubt that they had met their perfect match. It was like falling in love, but without the effort or sexual tension and with the knowledge that they would never have to remember each other’s birthday.


Later they were joined by Ian Quinn (a.k.a. Ian One), an old secondary-school friend of Phil; Darren Usher, whom Rob met when Darren worked briefly at Ogilvy-Hunter; brothers Kevin and Ian Manning (a.k.a. Ian Two), whom Rob first met at their local sports hall playing five-a-side football; and Woodsy, whom Rob found asleep in the shower the day after his twenty-fourth birthday party. Over time they became much more than just friends: they were Rob’s family too.




Meanwhile in Manchester


‘Neil,’ said Ashley, standing up to greet the man in front of her. ‘How are you?’


‘All the better for seeing you,’ he replied, squeezing her in a hug.


It was mid-afternoon on the Sunday after her split with Rob and Ashley was in her local café-bar, the Lead Station, with an old friend.


Ashley had known Neil, another First Year three years her senior, since her first week at university. He had been out in Manchester city centre with a few of his friends and Ashley had been there with some of hers. The two groups had converged on a subterranean student drinking den called Corbieres wine bar. During the evening they had got talking. Ashley had been attracted to Neil immediately. He had dark brown hair, stubble, and while his clothes – an old grey sweatshirt, baggy jeans and bright white trainers – were scruffy they also made him look cool.


At the end of the evening their friends had teased them so openly about the inevitability of them getting together that, without conferring, they opted not to say goodbye properly at the end of the night. It wasn’t only embarrassment that had stopped them taking things further, it was the desire not to be so completely predictable.


Some weeks later when they eventually kissed, at a party in Fallowfield, it was in a darkened bedroom covered with Joy Division posters (Neil’s best friend’s) and no one knew about it. They did no more than kiss and half-way through Ashley confessed that she had a boyfriend back home in Worcester and Neil said he had a girlfriend in Huddersfield.


For weeks afterwards they half expected a second kiss to take place but it never did, even at their most drunken moments. It was as if a window of opportunity had closed and neither wanted to reopen it. When they graduated it was clear to both that they had more to lose by taking things further than they stood to gain because somehow they had become friends.


Ashley had been there for Neil through a handful of serious relationships and several flings. She had been there for him when his father had been diagnosed with throat cancer two years after graduation and a year later when he died. They were close. In many ways she thought of Neil as an older brother, but there was more to their relationship than that. The flirting, though tempered, remained. And this contrast seemed to be the dynamic in their friendship.


‘Can I just say,’ said Neil, looking her up and down, ‘that you’re looking great?’


‘You can,’ said Ashley. ‘Although I think the new hair, makeup and clothes are symptoms of a greater malaise than usual.’


‘What’s up?’


‘Rob and I have split.’


‘What happened?’ asked Neil, concerned. Neil cared about her and Ashley liked that. While he’d never been a big fan of Rob he knew that Rob mattered to her. And that was important.


Ashley took a sip of the latte she had ordered and told him the whole story. ‘That’s why I called you,’ she explained, at the end. ‘I’ve had Christine, Lauren, Louise and Mia all working on an explanation but I need an expert on the male mind to sort this one out. So, what do you think? What exactly is his problem?’


‘Friends,’ said Neil. ‘His mates.’


Ashley couldn’t believe what she was hearing. ‘Pardon?’


‘It’s a guess . . . and let’s not forget I don’t know him that well, but that’s what I reckon. He doesn’t want to leave his friends behind.’


‘You must be wrong,’ said Ashley. ‘He’s thirty-two, not thirteen. I’ve asked him to move to Manchester, not Outer Mongolia. Surely he can’t have given up on what we had just because it would mean leaving his mates behind? You wouldn’t do that, would you?’


‘Choose my mates over you? Not in a million years. But he’s not me and I know plenty of guys who would act like him.’


‘But this is Rob’s and my future we’re talking about. Do you really think that’s the reason? I wouldn’t dream of not moving to London because of my friends. Not for a second! I love Rob and want us to be together too much.’
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