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Part 1










 ‘But are they happy?’


‘Do you think we’ve done OK?’


It was just after six on a balmy Saturday night in June and sixty-eight-year-old pensioner and former GMPTE bus driver George Bachelor was settling down to watch his all-time favourite film that was just starting on Channel Five when Joan, his wife of nearly forty years, asked her question. George, who was more than a little bit concerned about missing the beginning of the film, considered the mug of tea in his left hand (strong and sweet just the way he liked it) and then the TV remote control in his right. George took great comfort in the fact that he knew the buttons on the remote control if not better than the back of his own hand then at least better than any hand belonging to any other member of his family. Since they had first bought their thirty-two inch Sony Bravia TV just over eight years ago, George had spent a lot of time with its remote control and considered it possibly the single most useful tool that he owned. He often found himself remembering with disdain the days before TVs had remote controls. Obviously life had been simpler back then as there had only been a handful of channels but he recalled with perfect clarity just how much effort it sometimes took to summon up the will to leave the comfort of his chair (the very same chair in which he was sitting now) and rise to his feet (having endured the stresses and strains of a day at work on the buses) and turn over the channel at nine o’clock so that he could watch the news.


‘Did you hear what I just said?’


George looked over at his wife. She appeared as though she was expecting some sort of reply but to what he couldn’t begin to fathom. His hearing wasn’t quite what it used to be plus he’d done all that thinking about tea and remote controls in between so the thread of whatever thought he might have had about whatever Joan had been going on about had long since been lost.


‘Yes,’ he said eventually. ‘Of course I heard you.’


‘So what do you think?’


George shrugged and turned off the sound on the TV. If he heard the dialogue he wouldn’t be able to concentrate. ‘I don’t mind. Whatever you think is best is fine by me.’


‘You weren’t listening, were you?’ said Joan.


‘You’re sat less than a yard away from me. Of course I was listening. I heard every single word you said.’


‘So what did I say then?’


‘How am I supposed to know?’ said George, looking at the TV forlornly. He hated missing the beginnings of films and that included films of which he had previously seen the beginnings. It made him feel unsettled. ‘You asked me a question and then started with a million and one questions about the first question followed by a lot of accusations about whether or not I was listening. I can’t be expected to keep all that lot in my head can I?’


Joan sighed in the manner of a woman well versed in the art of communicating non-verbal displeasure. ‘You were thinking about the film weren’t you? It’s only Bridge On the River Kwai.’


‘Which is my favourite film.’


‘Which you also happen to own on both videotape and on one of those DVD things too that came free with the Sunday paper.’


‘It’s not the same,’ said George. ‘I like films when they’re on TV. They just seem better somehow.’


Joan said nothing and so George found himself feeling guilty. ‘So what is it that you were asking?’


‘If you thought that we’d done OK.’


‘With what?’


‘The boys of course: Adam, Luke and Russell.’


‘I know who they are,’ he said impatiently. ‘You don’t need to remind me of our children’s names. What about them?’


‘Do you think we’ve done OK with them. You know, done a good job of raising them to be decent young men.’


‘What a thing to ask right at the beginning of Bridge On the River Kwai! What’s brought all this on?’


‘There was an item on the radio this morning while I was ironing. Jenni Murray was interviewing a lady who had written a book about the difficulties women face in raising sons and then they opened it up to the panel that they had in the studio. It was very interesting actually and it just got me thinking about what kind of job I’d done with the boys. I mean, look at them. All three of them are grown men and yet none of them are married.’


‘It’s different now,’ explained George. ‘Times have changed.’


‘But are they happy?’


‘How would I know?’ shrugged George. ‘They seem fine to me. Why don’t you ask them tomorrow when they come for lunch?’


‘Oh, you know what they’re like. I can never get a straight answer out of any of them. I ask Adam why he’s never brought anyone home to meet us and he just rolls his eyes like I’m some kind of lunatic. I mean it’s not exactly a daft question, is it? He’s never brought a single girl home! Then I ask Luke if he and Cassie have ever talked about making things official and he gives me the run-around saying that after last time “marriage just isn’t on the agenda”. And as for Russell, what am I supposed to think? The only girl he ever brings around here these days is that friend of his, Angie, and she’s got a boyfriend! I don’t understand it, do you, George? Why is a twenty-nine-year-old man spending so much time with a young woman who’s in a relationship with someone else? It doesn’t make any sense at all, does it?’


‘I think she’s a lovely girl,’ said George, resigned to the fact that there was little or no chance of his being able to watch this film. ‘He says they’re friends. There’s no harm in that, is there?’


‘Well,’ replied Joan. ‘I don’t think it’s right.’


There was a long silence. George wondered if he could be bothered to put in the effort it would take to search out that free DVD Joan had been on about and recall his middle son’s instructions on how to work the DVD player that he and Cassie had bought him for Christmas. He looked at his wife and then at the remote control. It might only take a minute or two to get into the film if Joan had actually finished with her questions for the evening.


‘So, do you really think we’ve done OK with our boys?’


For the sake of a quiet life George considered the question carefully. ‘I think we’ve done fine,’ he said at last. ‘They’re just late developers, that’s all.’










 ‘Not exactly girlfriend material.’


At roughly the same time that George Bachelor found himself considering the question of his and his wife’s ability to raise their children his eldest son, Adam Bachelor (bar owner, man about town and current holder of the title ‘second best-looking bloke in Chorlton’), was standing at the crowded bar of Cheshire’s exclusive Forest Hill Golf Club at the wedding reception of his friend Leo listening to his friend Jon proffering the following question: ‘Which of us do you think will be the next to get hitched?’


As the laughter began and various theories were put forward Adam closed his eyes and yawned not just because he wasn’t interested in getting into any debate that involved matrimony but also because right now all he wanted was to go to sleep. He was more used than most of his friends to the occasional late night, but the previous evening had been something of a marathon even for him.


Gathering together the boys for what was ostensibly Leo’s second (and secret) stag do, Adam had led his friends into a night of monumental drinking that had taken in all their old haunts that still existed. The night had crawled to a conclusion some time after six that morning where, following breakfast at an all-night café in Rusholme, they had climbed into the back of the limousine that Adam had rented for the night and were dropped off at their own front doors before Adam finally allowed himself and the groom to be taken back to Adam’s flat in Chorlton.


With eight hours to go before the actual wedding Adam and Leo assured themselves they would have plenty of time to recover from their evening of festivities. But when, sometime after seven, Leo’s fiancée called Adam on his mobile with a long list of things that needed doing in his role as best man, Adam had to concede that he was well and truly up the creek. For the next seven hours he barely had a moment to himself as he ran around south Manchester undertaking all manner of errands before finally arriving back at his flat to pick up a suited, booted (and incredibly well rested) Leo and taking him to the church. And even though there had been times when he had wanted nothing more than to be sick or fall asleep (and on one occasion both at the same time) he had executed his duties like a true professional. He handed the rings to the groom at precisely the right moment, was charming to any elderly people passed to him for safe keeping, delivered a memorable and witty best-man speech and – when it looked like Joanna might get into a slanging match with one of the caterers over the fact that they had ‘under-ordered’ on the vegetarian main courses – he sorted that out too without even the slightest hint of bloodshed to offend the aforementioned meat-shy. All in all he had done a top job of being best man even if he said so himself.


‘My money is definitely on Martin,’ said Jon as Adam tuned back into the debate.


‘No chance,’ laughed Martin. ‘Kay gave up all hope years ago, mate. For what it’s worth my money is on Rich and Emma. He doesn’t think we noticed but Emma’s been sporting a big old rock on her left hand for a good few weeks now.’


‘It’s just a dress ring!’ protested Rich. ‘At least that’s what she told me! Moving swiftly on, my money’s on Del and Jen. The way Del’s missus was talking up matrimony with Em over a chicken bhuna at mine last week makes me think he’s got six to eight months tops!’


‘No way!’ said Del. ‘No way at all. The way I see it is this: obviously discounting those of us that are already hitched, namely Fad, Leo of course and Dave, I reckon it’ll be Rich and Emma first; me and Jen second; third Jon and Shelley; fourth Martin and Kay; and fifth Ade and Lorna.’


Adam looked at Del. ‘What about me?’


Del looked confused. ‘What do you mean what about you?’


‘Exactly what I said: “What about me?” ’


As one Adam’s friends turned to him wearing the same expression of disbelief and confusion.


‘What?’ he said defensively. ‘Why does one simple question cause you all to look at me like I’m a dog that’s just walked into a bar on its hind legs and ordered a pint?’


‘Probably because the likelihood of you getting married is about the same! Mate, with the best will in the world there are two chances of you getting married before any of us – no chance and slim chance. And do you know what? Slim’s out of town.’


‘What are you talking about?’ said Adam as the boys all laughed at Jon’s well-worn joke. ‘Are you trying to tell me that Ade and Lorna – a woman who, let’s not forget, once threw a carving knife at Ade’s head – are more likely to get married than me?’


‘Not that old one again,’ interrupted Ade. ‘First off, it was a long time ago; second, she missed; and third, she didn’t really mean it. She was just a bit annoyed.’


‘Ade, mate,’ said Adam. ‘She threw a knife. At. Your. Head. The fact that she’s a rubbish aim is the only reason you’re standing here tonight. When most women get angry they slam doors or smash china. They do not throw knives!’ Adam turned back to Del. ‘So as I was saying you’d give Ade better odds of getting married than me?’


Jon chipped in. ‘How deluded are you? Of course Ade’s got more chance of getting married than you have. For starters he’s actually got a girlfriend.’


‘And?’ questioned Adam, unwilling to let small details like ‘girlfriends’ get in the way of him making his point.


‘What do you mean “and”?’ said Jon in his best withering tones. ‘Have you lost the plot, mate? One of the prerequisites of getting married is that you have somebody to get married to, otherwise, well, you’re just a bloke in a suit throwing a party for all your mates.’


‘I’ll have you know that if I actually wanted a girlfriend I could get a girlfriend just like that.’ Adam proceeded to snap his fingers like a latter-day Paul Daniels as though he was about to conjure a girlfriend out of thin air.


‘Mate,’ said Del, placing a deliberately patronising hand on Adam’s shoulders. ‘We all know that you have a gift with the ladies. We all know that you can and indeed have pulled some of the most amazing women we could ever hope to see. But there’s one thing we’re sure of: you will not be getting married in this or in fact any other century.’


‘And your reasoning is?’


Del shook his head in despair. ‘Mate, are you really trying to say that you don’t know?’


‘If I did I wouldn’t be asking the question, would I?’


‘But you’re not really going to make us spell it out for you, are you?’ chipped in Fad. ‘Surely you can’t be that dense.’


‘Well I must be, because I have no idea what any of you are on about. So come on. Take a moment out from your world of mirth to explain why out of all my oldest friends I am apparently the one least likely to take a walk down the aisle?’


The friends exchanged wary glances before staring contemplatively into their pints. Del then drew a deep breath, which Adam took as a signal that he had nominated himself the chief deliverer of home truths.


‘Listen mate,’ began Del, ‘I just want to say that in no way do we see this as a deficiency in you. In fact it’s the total opposite. We’re completely envious of you. You’re like . . . I don’t know . . . the Fonz . . .’


‘Or the bloke from Cheers,’ said Fad.


‘Or better still Warren Beatty in Shampoo,’ added Rich.


‘So what you’re saying is I’m a womaniser?’


The boys all winced at Adam’s use of such an old-fashioned pejorative word and shook their heads in unison.


‘You’re not a womaniser as such,’ said Del diplomatically.


‘What then?’ asked Adam. ‘I’m like the bloke out of Cheers only I’m not a womaniser . . . you’re not saying anything really, are you?’


‘The thing is,’ said Del tentatively. ‘It’s not you. It’s them.’


‘Them who?’


‘You know . . . the girls you go out with . . . or rather the kind of girls you go out with.’


‘What’s wrong with the kind of girls I go out with?’


‘Well, not to put too fine a point on it, while the girls that you go out with are undoubtedly attractive and usually well turned out, none of them are exactly girlfriend material, are they?’


‘“Not exactly girlfriend material”?’ spluttered Adam. ‘I don’t even know what that means.’


‘Just that. They’re great to look at and all that but . . . they’re not the kind of girls you want to grow old with, are they? Your problem is, mate, that you are quite plainly addicted to the wrong kind of girl.’










 ‘Truly hopeless.’


While Adam Bachelor was debating the whys and wherefores of the women he dated with his friends over in Cheshire, back in south Manchester his youngest brother Russell (tall, thin, with a face that nine out of ten girls would describe as ‘thoughtful’) was turning down the volume on the TV before opening the two bottles of Grolsch sitting on the coffee table in front of him and handing one to his best friend, Angie. ‘So come on then,’ said Russell, leaning back in the sofa. ‘What’s going on?’


It had been over an hour since Russell had logged on to Facebook via his laptop to discover the message that ‘Angie McMahon is no longer listed in a relationship.’ Announcing to the world (or at the very least her one hundred and twenty-three Facebook friends) in such a dramatic fashion that she had split up with her boyfriend when her previous Facebook status update at ten the night before had read: ‘Angie is . . . . loved up!’ was, thought Russell, a very Angie thing to do and one of the many reasons that he liked having her in his life. Angie was always so random, so haphazard, so frequently lacking in any kind of sense of self-preservation that she was always fun to have around.


And while Angie’s lesser friends were busy plastering her Facebook page with messages of condolence, Russell was the only one who had bothered to pick up his phone and call her in person. Angie had answered within three rings but her sobbing and gurgling had been so intense that Russell had barely been able to understand a word so in the end he had told her to jump in a taxi and make her way over to his place.


‘It’s over between me and Aaron,’ said Angie, obviously struggling to stay in control.


‘I know. Is it for real?’


Angie nodded and put her beer down on the table. ‘It’s as real as it gets. You know how things between me and him have been up and down for a while?’


Russell nodded.


‘Well, this afternoon we had this massive heart-to-heart about where we were going and what we both wanted and all that and I suddenly realised we just weren’t right together. Whatever it is that two people are supposed to have we didn’t have it. I think we were just a bad habit that went on too long.’


‘But you two have been together for ages.’


‘Four years give or take.’


‘I don’t get it,’ said Russell. ‘I mean, I could understand if it was four weeks. After all, that’s pretty much the standard time for things to run their course. But four years? That’s ridiculous. Plus you live together. How are you going to be able to afford your flat on your own? You love that place and let’s not forget how much you loathe living in shared houses. Remember last time you did it? You ended up in a girl fight over stolen yoghurt with the girl who lived across the hall!’


‘Great. Thanks, Russ.’ Angie started to cry again. ‘That’s just what I need right now: you telling me that I’m an idiot. Why stop there? I’ve got an iota or two of self confidence left so why don’t you really go to town and point out that I’ve got a couple of spots breaking out?’


‘Come on, Ange,’ sighed Russell. ‘You know that’s not what I meant. It’s a bit of a shock, that’s all. Any time that I’ve seen you two together you’ve always seemed pretty OK to me. That’s all I was trying to say. I wasn’t having a go, mate. Honest.’


‘OK,’ she said and then put her head on his shoulder and carried on sobbing.


He felt as if Russell and Angie had been friends forever even though it was actually only six years. They first met when Russell returned to Manchester from a year of post-university travelling and, desperate to pay off his debts, had started working at BlueBar, his elder brother Adam’s bar. Russell was more than a little attracted to her given that she ticked a lot of the boxes on his girlfriend requirements list. First, she liked to talk (Russell had dated enough cute but silent girls in his time whereas Angie could talk the back legs off a donkey), second he could talk to her (Russell had dated enough girls without sufficient personality) and finally she had a sense of humour (when she was on form Angie could make him laugh like no other human being on earth). As for looks, Russell wasn’t too fussed as he had never been into girls who couldn’t walk past a mirror without taking a glance at themselves. No, the kind of girls he liked were the kind that you didn’t really know you liked until you started talking to them. Those were his favourites: the ones you had to actively seek out and discover for yourself. Angie was a perfect example of that type of girl. And he had sought her out for a carefully arranged but casually proposed drink on their day off only to discover over two pints of Stella that she, like all the good ones, had already been discovered. Over the next couple of years their friendship had flourished. Perhaps because they had never found themselves single at the same time, Russell convinced himself that if the opportunity ever arose, sparks would be sure to fly but when that happened a month before she started seeing Aaron it was something of an anticlimax. Instead of feeling extra flirtatious Russell just felt really awkward and Angie obviously likewise. ‘It’s like we missed our window of opportunity,’ Russell later explained to Adam. ‘Ange and I are mates now. Anything else would be just plain weird.’


 


Russell sat silently cradling Angie in his arms on the sofa for over an hour before he felt able to suggest that it might be a good idea to get them both another beer. While he was up and in the kitchen he ordered a Chinese set meal for two to be delivered to the house and made a mug of tea just in case Angie wasn’t in the mood for Grolsch. Returning to the room he set the drinks on the table and turned on the TV. It being Saturday night there was nothing on but talent shows and big films and Russell was about to switch off when Angie made a comment about one of the celebrity contestants, which was the first time in an hour that she had spoken about anything other than Aaron. The comforting nature of reality TV appeared to relax her and by the time the Chinese food had arrived, been unpacked and consumed she seemed a lot more like her old self.


‘I really am sorry about ruining your evening,’ she said, setting her empty plate down in front of her. ‘You must think I’m a right nutter going on about Aaron like this.’


‘No chance,’ replied Russell. ‘We’re mates, aren’t we? That’s what mates do. They look out for one another.’


Angie picked up her beer and sighed, ‘I suppose.’


‘What does that mean?’


‘It’s just that when it comes to us it’s always you looking out for me rather than me looking out for you. I thought friendship was supposed to be a two-way street.’


‘It is,’ said Russell. ‘You’re always looking out for me. You just don’t do it in such obvious ways, that’s all.’


‘Can’t agree with you there. I mean look at the evidence: I’ve been sitting here for a couple of hours now and it’s all been me, me, me. Think about it, Russ. I haven’t asked you a single question about your own life.’


‘Well go on then,’ laughed Russell. ‘What’s stopping you?’


Angie rubbed her hands with mock glee. ‘OK then, how’s work?’


‘It’s all right,’ said Russell. ‘Nothing to write home about but it’ll do.’


‘Next question: how are your folks?’


‘They’re cool. I’m having lunch at theirs tomorrow as per usual.’


‘That’s good to hear,’ said Angie. ‘I like a boy who is good to his old mum and dad. Next question: how are you getting on with your plans to go travelling next summer?’


Russell shrugged. ‘Haven’t done a thing about it.’


‘Nothing?’


‘Not saved a single penny. In fact I’m more broke this month than I was last.’


‘But you promised me you were going to start saving this month.’


‘I know. I know. I just had a couple of big bills, that’s all.’


‘Right,’ said Angie, ‘finally here’s the question that I always like to ask even though I know you’ll hate me because it reminds you of how loose your tongue gets when you’ve had a few. Anyway, here goes: how’s being in love with your middle brother’s girlfriend going?’


‘Hopeless,’ sighed Russell. ‘Truly hopeless.’










 ‘That’s not even a word!’


While Russell was lamenting the fact that he was in love with someone he shouldn’t be in love with, his middle brother Luke (average in both height and outlook on life but handsome in a teddy-bear-ish sort of way) was (even though he was unaware of it) staring very hard across the candlelit table at his girlfriend.


‘Are you OK?’ asked Cassie.


‘Why wouldn’t I be?’


‘No reason, it’s just that you were looking at me a bit strangely, as though that mackerel starter you just wolfed down was in the process of letting you know that it didn’t agree with you.’


‘Nope, it was great. Fantastic even. Possibly the best starter I’ve ever had.’


‘What’s up then?’


Luke shook his head. ‘Nothing . . . it doesn’t matter.’ He picked up the half-filled red-wine glass in front of him and raised it to eye level. ‘Let’s make a toast. To me and you and the last eighteen months of us-ness.’


‘Us-ness? That’s not even a word!’


A cheesy smile spread across Luke’s face like he had just won a hundred pounds on a scratch card. ‘Isn’t it? Well it is now!’


Luke wanted the earth to open up and swallow him whole. What was wrong with him? Why was he acting like an overgrown schoolgirl? As Cassie began telling him about an earlier conversation that she’d had with her sister, Luke tried to work out what was going on inside his brain and came to the conclusion that he was grateful. Not just ordinary everyday grateful but rather a big-grin-on-your-face, chest-puffed-out, walking-on-air kind of grateful. Appreciating the things that you have rather than the things that you want to have is not a particularly male trait and Luke was well aware of this. In general men aren’t given to moments of needless reflection. If things were going OK you might occasionally want to give yourself a mental thumbs-up sign, or spend a moment too long grinning at yourself in the mirror, or even occasionally close your eyes and raise a right hand for a symbolic high five. What you didn’t do was sit in a swanky city-centre Spanish restaurant on a Saturday night trembling with emotion as you stared at your girlfriend of eighteen months wondering what on earth you had done to be this lucky.


‘I love you, you know,’ said Cassie, raising her glass for Luke to clink. ‘I love you more than anything in the world.’


‘I love you too,’ said Luke.


There was a silence. Luke wondered if he ought to have offered more than a simple ‘I love you’ in return. Women liked it when you started getting into stuff a bit more deeply, didn’t they? They liked it when you said more than the bare minimum. He thought about telling her how grateful he was having her in his life. He thought about telling her about the difference that she made to his day, the thrill he still felt whenever he walked down the street holding her hand knowing that every guy who saw them together would know that he was her boyfriend. He thought about all this and more but of course he didn’t say any of it because the words just wouldn’t come. He’d never been great with words, at least not in a smooth way like his older brother Adam or in a sensitive this-is-how-I’m feeling way like his kid brother Russell. Even at work, when he was one hundred per cent in his own element and all he had to do was present the outlines of his contribution to a big engineering project, it still felt as though every word was a boulder that he had had to cough up from the depths of his belly. If he reacted like that outlining engineering reports then how was he supposed to be when it came to talking about love?


‘Eighteen months,’ said Cassie. ‘It doesn’t feel anything like eighteen months does it?’


‘More like two.’


‘That’s so sweet of you.’


Luke shrugged. He felt deceitful for giving Cassie the impression that that was the best he could do. There was more. Lots more. And it wanted to emerge, to be free and out in the open right now. In his thirty-four years alive he had only had this feeling once before and that had ended in disaster. Perhaps that was why he was trying to hang on to the words:he was desperately trying to keep history from repeating itself.


‘What can you remember about our first date?’ asked Cassie.


‘Everything.’ Luke was deliberately succinct. ‘How about you?’


‘Oi Bachelor!’ laughed Cassie. ‘I see what you’re doing! I want the detail, mister. I want to know everything that you remember. And I mean everything!’


It had been an ordinary Friday night eighteen months earlier and Luke had been drinking in a town bar with some workmates. The bar was throbbing with pent-up ‘it’s-the-weekend’ energy and seating was at a premium. People began to peel off to go home or get some food and soon Luke soon found himself on one side of a table on his own. Just as he had been planning to call it a day he’d received a text from Russell, asking whether he could borrow his car for a couple of hours to run some errands. Luke had replied that was fine as long as Russell remembered to put in petrol this time otherwise he would be forced to give him a severe beating and he had just been about to press send when he sensed that he was no longer alone and had looked up to see Cassie standing over him asking if the seats opposite were taken.


Luke had been so thrown by the sight of this amazing woman that he forgot to answer her question and just stared. He managed to regain his composure long enough to invite her to sit down. As Luke realised he no longer wanted to go home, he typed a new text message to his brother: ‘£100 and car for a week if get down to the Ha Ha Bar Room in 30.’ Luke pressed send and looked up at Cassie: ‘I’m just waiting for a friend,’ he said. ‘Looks like he’s running late.’


 


‘And do you remember how all we did that night was talk?’ laughed Cassie as she joined in with the story. ‘We just talked and talked and talked and talked. I’d never met anyone like you in my entire life.’


‘My favourite moment was when Russ turned up.’ Luke grinned. ‘He looked a right mess. There he was in a bar full of suits like some kind of overgrown student.’


‘He didn’t!’ protested Cassie.’He looked really cool.’


‘No, he looked like an idiot. The kind of daft fashion victim that populates record shops – which was in fact where he was working at the time – and who could have ruined my chances of getting the phone number of the young thing I was giving the full-on Bachelor treatment to!’


‘But making out you didn’t even know him was a bit cruel!’


‘It would’ve been more cruel to have spoken to him because if he had ruined things between you and me I would’ve had no choice but to take him outside and pummel him. Anyway, he got his hundred quid and my car and he still managed to return it without any bloody petrol!’


They both smiled as they recalled the events of that night. This is what happiness feels like, thought Luke. The feeling that some people spend their whole lives looking for and never find.


He sneaked an unsteady hand across the table, nearly knocking over Cassie’s wine in the process, and lifted up her fingers until they were intertwined with his own.


‘Listen,’ he said, ‘I’ve had something on my mind ever since we sat down tonight and I’ve been trying to find a way to express it but I keep hitting a brick wall. I wish you could just climb into my head and know what I feel without me having to say. How great would that be? Not having to put stuff into words?’


‘I do know,’ said Cassie. ‘I really do.’


‘Well do you know that right now if I had a ring I would ask you to marry me?’


Cassie nodded. ‘And did you know that ring or no ring were you to ask me the answer would be yes?’


‘In that case I’m asking you to marry me,’ said Luke.


‘And in that case I’m saying yes.’










 ‘Filed away on my SIM card.’


It was the morning of the following day, a Sunday, and a barefoot Adam was standing on his front doorstep waving to the minicab driver currently pulled up over his front drive.


‘She’ll be with you in a minute, mate!’ he called as the driver wound down his window. ‘She’s just getting her things together.’


The minicab driver nodded and Adam returned indoors, picked up the mug of tea from the table in the hallway and took a sip. She made good tea. Nice and strong. No sugar. Not too much milk. He swished it around his mouth a bit as though it was mouthwash and was about to swallow when she appeared at the top of the stairs.


‘This is a nightmare,’ she said. ‘I can’t seem to find my other shoe.’


‘Have you checked the bedroom?’


She nodded. ‘And the bathroom. You couldn’t be a love and check downstairs for me?’


Heading into the kitchen Adam dropped a couple of slices of bread into the toaster and gave the room a quick scan before heading to the living room. He spotted the missing footwear – a gold high-heeled sandal – almost immediately as it was sitting on top of the coffee table in the middle of the room. He picked it up, smiled as he recalled the manner in which it had been abandoned and then called out that he had found it.


‘You’re a life saver!’ She slipped on the shoe like a latter-day Cinderella and smoothed down the creases of her gold lamé minidress. ‘Right then, I’d better be off.’ She put her arms round his waist, kissed him and gave him a cheeky wink. ‘So, you’ve got my number?’


Adam nodded. ‘Filed away on my SIM card.’


‘Good.’ She kissed him again. ‘Don’t wait too long to text me.’


‘Make a lady wait? Wouldn’t dream of it.’


The girl picked up her expensive-looking designer bag from the sofa and left the room. Adam followed, picking up his tea on the way.


Adam stood on the doorstep and watched as she tottered down the drive and into the back of a silver Toyota Corolla. As the car pulled off Adam offered a final wave and then closed his eyes, turned his face towards the morning sun and savoured the sensation of the warmth on his face. This is the last time, he told himself, the very last time.


In essence, he reasoned as he returned inside and closed his front door, it had been his friends’ fault. All that talk of him being the least likely person to get hitched had provoked a lot of soul-searching when he should simply have been enjoying himself at the wedding. In truth Adam was actually quite worried that his friends were right. He had indeed spent too long chasing the wrong kind of girl and in the process had turned his whole life into one big fat men’s magazine cliché. After all here he was, a devastatingly good-looking, solvent, single man in his mid-thirties who also happened to be the owner of one of the coolest bars in south Manchester. The kinds of women he liked were indeed ones that most mere mortals couldn’t get within a few feet of without being tackled to the ground by security guards. And going out with them meant that he was part of an exclusive club featuring premier league football players, top name DJs and the odd younger member of the cast of Coronation Street. Really, it didn’t get any more exclusive than that. As for the women themselves Adam’s libido had a kind of mental checklist that it constantly and unconsciously referred to. Great face? Check. Long legs? Check. Tanned (fake or otherwise, he wasn’t fussy)? Check. Ridiculously tight minidress that showed off every asset? Check and bingo! In short Adam liked his women to be as flashy, sexually attractive and downright head-turning as it was humanly possible to be.


Now granted that Ameee (she had insisted that it was spelled with three ‘e’s) wasn’t up to Adam’s usual standard but as he had stood at the bar with his mates searching his soul and wondering exactly when his life had become this superficial he found himself making eye contact with an amazing-looking blonde in a spangly gold minidress who had the longest tanned legs he had seen in quite a while. Presented with the dilemma of confirming his friends’ prejudices or refuting them Adam went on to automatic pilot. He walked over to the girl, dazzled her with his best sales talk and just after midnight hopped into the back of a cab with her. The rest had been depressingly inevitable.


 


Adam plucked his long since popped-up toast out of the toaster, slapped a large wedge of butter on each slice and headed back into the living room. For a while he sat on the edge of the sofa, intermittently chewing his toast and slurping his tea, while he stared at the fireplace thinking about everything and nothing until an idea suddenly presented itself. Adam began searching the room first for some paper (in the end he had to settle for the back of the envelope that his latest gas bill had arrived in) and then for a pen (in fact a stubby IKEA pencil that he found down the side of the sofa) and then began writing. At the top of his envelope he wrote the following:


 


things i should be looking for in the right kind of woman


 


  1. Must have read at least one book in the previous month.


  2. Must be no prettier than a solid eight out of ten.


  3. Must not consider sleeping with me until after first date.


  4. Must have a career of some kind (this excludes ALL models and actresses).


  5. Must want to start a family.


  6. Must be able to cook without use of microwave.


  7. Must be able to hold a conversation.


  8. Would be nice if she had a sense of humour (though not compulsory).


  9. Must not have been sick through overindulgence in the last three years.


10. Must occasionally like doing cultural stuff.


11. Must be over thirty (preferably over thirty-five).


12. Would ideally be a non-cat owner (but given item eleven am prepared to be flexible on this one).


13. Must not be currently seeing a therapist.


14. Must not possess more than a moderate belief in complementary medicine . . .


15. Or astrology.


16. Must like me.


 


Adam looked over the list. This was it. This was brilliant. Everything that he wanted in the right kind of woman together with the perfect method of weeding out the wrong kind. Just to double-check his list’s brilliance Adam decided to score Ameee with the three ‘e’s against it and was pleased to discover that she would have scored a very poor three out of sixteen and been sent packing. Adam then did the same for his last three conquests (a one-time glamour model, the ex-girlfriend of a former Liverpool defender, and a former Big Brother contestant) and was delighted to see that they too would have been weeded out.


Maybe the boys were right: maybe he should have done away with this kind of girl a long time ago. Without further challenge to his synapses he closed his eyes and promptly fell asleep.










 ‘Twenty minutes after Luke met her.’


Mid-morning on Sunday found Russell in the kitchen of his shared house in Chorlton pouring a huge mountain of Coco Pops into his bowl. Returning the cereal packet to the cupboard he was about to bend over the counter and hoover up a number of stray Coco Pops with his lips when his mobile phone buzzed. The message was from Angie: ‘Thanks for talking me off the ledge and feeding me lager! Love you! A xxx’. Russell smiled and was about to return to his Coco Pops when his phone buzzed again: ‘PS. I hope you’re not having Coco Pops for breakfast again! Those things will kill you!’ Russell kept his eyes fixed on the screen in the knowledge that when Angie was in this kind of mood the texts tended to come in threes. Sure enough, a third message arrived: ‘PPS. And whatever you do don’t spend all morning mooning over Cassie!!!! That’s an order!!!’


At the very sight of Cassie’s name Russell felt his frame sink under the weight of remorse. Remorse for being in love with his brother’s girlfriend and even worse for having shared this knowledge with another human being. Heading to the living room Russell settled down in front of his Sunday newspaper and found himself distracted from both cereal and newspaper by the question of why he’d ever told Angie about Cassie in the first place. For starters admitting to fancying your brother’s girlfriend was more than a bit weird. Normal people, didn’t do that kind of thing unless they were the sort who appeared on daytime TV talk shows and he was certainly not that kind of person. Second, having told Angie, there could be no untelling which meant that even if one day he was to get over his secret crush on Cassie there would always be at least one person in the world who knew what kind of freak he really was. Finally, despite his reassurances last night, it was completely true that their relationship had always been something of a one-way street. Angie would unburden herself of whatever was on her mind while Russell would listen and nod in the appropriate gaps in the conversation before offering Angie such nuggets of wisdom as he could lay his hands on. That was how it was supposed to work and that was how he had always liked it. And yet Russell had, in a moment of weakness, in a pub, on an evening when they had both imbibed more than a fair bit of alcohol, willingly told her everything about his feelings for Cassie. The reason was simple: it is one of the fundamental truths of human nature that there’s only so much keeping of a secret a person can do before it comes out of its own accord. Russell had been aware for some time that he was reaching maximum secret-keeping capacity so it came down to a choice of either telling Angie his true feelings about Cassie and learning to live with the consequences or telling Cassie about his true feelings, thereby ensuring that neither she nor his brother Luke ever spoke to him again. So basically it was tell his best friend or end up being cast out by his family. It wasn’t a decision that took him a long time to make.


A few weeks later on one of his regular Friday nights out with Angie, the moment of truth arrived in the form of a slightly drunken rant from Angie very similar to the one that he had heard last night.


‘You do realise that this isn’t fair.’


‘What isn’t fair?’ asked Russell.


‘This,’ replied Angie, gesturing to the space between them. ‘You and me sitting here now doing what we always do. I spend the night bitching on about the stuff that’s wrong with my life and you get to come out with the words of wisdom that make it all right again. I hate it. It should be more equal. You know, a bit more give and take.’


‘Fine,’ said Russell.


‘Excuse me?’ Angie was obviously taken aback by this deviation from the usual script.


‘Fine, I’ll tell you about something that’s going on in my life where I could do with a bit of advice.’


‘Really?’


‘Really.’


‘So go on then,’ said Angie. ‘It’s not about you and that girl at work?’


‘No.’


‘You’re not going to tell me you’re dying are you? That would put a real dampener on the evening.’


‘Thanks,’ laughed Russell. ‘It’s good to know that my untimely passing would mean so much to you.’


‘What is it? What’s the big problem?’


‘It’s me,’ he began awkwardly. ‘I’m the big problem . . . I think I’m in love with Cassie.’


Angie had pulled a horrified face and put her hands up to her mouth as though she was watching a car crash. ‘You mean Cassie, Luke’s stick insect of a girlfriend?’


‘Yup,’ replied Russell looking sheepish.


Angie smiled. ‘I didn’t even know she was your type. I thought you liked them a bit chunky like me. Is this something new?’


‘Nope. I think I’ve loved her since the day I met her.’


‘And that was when exactly?’


‘About half an hour after Luke met her.’


‘And you really do love her?’


‘Insofar as you can love someone without them loving you back, I’d say yeah.’


Angie had reached across the table and held Russell’s hands. ‘I don’t know what to say.’


‘There isn’t much to say really.’


‘How did it happen?’


‘I guess it’s just one of those things.’ He proceeded to tell the story of how he had been out in the Jockey with some mates when he’d got the text from Luke.


Although he had guessed that the text was designed to help his brother out with a member of the opposite sex Russell had imagined that the girl in question must be the kind of average-looking office worker who wouldn’t hold even the slightest bit of interest for him and so he had been more than a little bit surprised to find that Luke was in fact in conversation with a girl with a cute face, and great style. The fact that she was so held in Luke’s gravitational pull as to barely give him the time of day was neither here nor there. As far as he was concerned there must have been some kind of tear in the time space continuum so frequently referred to in sci-fi programmes that had resulted in his future girlfriend being handed to the wrong Bachelor brother and Luke pretending that he didn’t know him simply rubbed salt into the wound.


A week later when Russell discovered that Luke was going on a second date with Cassie he found himself hoping for one of two things: for his brother to get bored of Cassie as quickly as humanly possible or for a miracle. He was out of luck on both counts as it turned out that Cassie was as clever as she was beautiful and even he could see that there was no way Luke was going to let her go. Russell had no choice but to stand by the wayside while Cassie and his brother fell in love. When they eventually moved in together (roughly six months after first meeting) Russell hoped he would finally be able to move on but it had never happened.


‘So that’s why you turned down that girl with the overplucked eyebrows who was sniffing around you at Liane’s party last month?’


Russell nodded.


‘And why you didn’t make a move on that girl at work who’s always trying to get you to go to the cinema with her.’


He nodded again.


‘And I’m guessing that explains why you turned down my friend Katie when we all went out for my birthday even though she is obviously not the kind of girl who ever gets turned down by anyone?’
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