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Rob, this is your song.
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Chase the Rainbow is a game-changing book. Poorna Bell’s moving account of the pressures on modern men could be a life-saver. This is a brave and bold work that will inspire us all to talk openly and honestly about depression once and for all. Everyone should read this book.

ARIANNA HUFFINGTON
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This isn’t a love story that ends in a kiss at sunset. It isn’t one where love is more powerful than the universe.

It is one where love was strong, endured a storm so bad it almost destroyed everything; where it forgave, was deep and true, and where it remembers and was honoured.

But it’s not one where love wins the fight.

In this story, a boy meets a girl. Their first date is a sushi restaurant; the warmth of dim sum and tempura blowing steam and condensation against the wintery cold outside.

The boy shares his love of smoky Caravaggio paintings, newts, plants, birds – every living thing that crawls, runs and swims across the face of the planet is given his admiration (barring slugs – he definitely doesn’t like slugs).

He tells her he loves her, he wants to marry her, he can imagine their International Beige babies (he is creamy white, she is brown like a nut); he shows her his favourite flower: sweet-smelling freesias that he brings to her door.

In spring he buys her daffodils almost every day because he delights in waking up next to the buttery yellow petals that brighten her bedroom table.

The girl falls in love – how could she not?

This boy is the kindest person she has ever met.

So she looks only at the light because it is blinding and it is bliss, and she doesn’t see the darkness he is desperately trying to hide. If she sees it, he thinks, she will turn away in disgust and not love him any more.

Not understanding she would love him to the ends of the earth.

So the boy marries the girl, and after the streamers are packed away and the thank-you notes sent out, he spends the next three years in bed.

He sweats, he tosses, he cries, he turns. He is being eaten by a demon that is slowly taking everything away from him, as if it is a game of chess and he is the pawn.

When it has him open, vulnerable and alone, it will move in swiftly when he is at his most defenceless.

And then one day, the boy stops crying. He stops fighting. He spends his last day in a state of calm happiness. He knows he loves the girl. He knows he loves his family. But love has nothing to do with it.

He tells them he loves them, but he cannot stay. He cannot live with the person he has become.

And so the boy takes himself away into a winter’s night. And amid the sound of insects, the murmur of birds roosting in the trees, he goes to the woods, and he slips the noose around his neck.

He looks the darkness in the eye. They both nod, because they knew it would always end this way but, man, did he put up a good fight.

He has been here before, many times. He has seen the door, many times. But this time, there is no looking away. There are no last words.

He takes the love everyone has given him and leaves it at his feet. There is only the door, and he steps through with relief in his heart.

And so begins our grief.


Chapter One

‘Hello? Hello? Are you still there?’

I was going to kill my friend Tania. Most people in January are busy squeezing themselves into gym kit they won’t use again come February, signing up for online dating after shucking off a bad relationship, or self-flagellating in the pub because they’ve failed to quit drinking.

While most nations use the start of the New Year for positive new beginnings, we Brits love to turn it into an existential crisis.

The reason why Tania’s days were numbered is because I specifically told her that 2009 was going to be the Year of Me. No more dating, no more bozos, and perhaps I’d finally set up that nunnery I kept talking about.

So what did she do? She sent me two things without forewarning: 1) a bottle of horny goat weed pills in the post and 2) an email to me and her Kiwi friend Rob introducing us to each other.

I mean, Jesus wept, Tania, it was January. And not just any time in January, mid-January – that crotch of the year when you have no money, your diet has gone down the shitter, and you still have ten weeks of winter left to go.

It was cold, raining and dark, and I, like most women, tended to grow body hair for extra warmth and sport gnarled, horny toenails like that old Indian guy in The Guinness Book of World Records because I wouldn’t be wearing sandals anytime soon.

I didn’t want to leave the confines of my cosy home. I didn’t want to have to dust off my Gillette Venus razor and fish out the nail clippers. And if I was disinclined to do this before I called my blind date, then I was doubly disinclined after I had talked to him on the phone.

He spoke with such deep, long pauses – at the last count nearly six seconds had passed between sentences – that I was concerned he might have a medical problem. Plus, his accent didn’t help – beyond making out a few words like ‘Friday’ and ‘sushi’, I couldn’t understand a word he was saying.

I mean, how concerned should I be? Did he have narcolepsy? Was he going to fall face first into his salmon nigiri during the date and I’d have to revive him by being inventive with chopsticks?

‘Hello?’ Ten more seconds of this and then I was cutting him off.

I had started the year with my traditional New Year’s Day missive to myself in a new diary, which usually was written hungover, full of promises of what I would and wouldn’t do. This year had been no different but it had a particular tone – I had reached my limit of dating men who didn’t deserve my affections.


I wish I could start a diary for once feeling like the sunshine was bursting out of my arse, but in keeping with tradition, that is unfortunately not the case. I’m getting over a broken heart (again).

I’m just wondering when any of it is going to work out and I keep dreaming of my soulmate but getting no closer to finding him in real life.



It may not have been the stuff of Shakespeare but Silent Bob on the phone here was not presenting himself as soulmate material.

The truth of the matter was that, although I pretended to be a hard-drinking tomboy who didn’t care about being rejected, I secretly wrote Dear Diary entries about how I believed in true love.

Alongside the gig ticket stubs were flowers I pressed in the folds, as if they would breathe substance into a silent wish. As with anyone who wants love in their life, what I wanted was to be seen, the good and bad, my limitations and potential, and for that person to unconditionally love what they saw.

When I sobered up, I wrote another entry shortly afterwards.


I wait for a love so big it lives in every part of my life. Where the morning becomes a moment of quiet peace and entangled limbs; body upon body in a loving sprawl.

I wait for the man who can see beyond my skin and really looks into me. He is out there, he has to be. Only a big love will make me lie still.



It wasn’t that I thought I was unlovable, but I knew it was going to have to take someone exceptional to deal with the type of woman I was. Especially since I came from a family of crazy lady warrior types, who were both fearless and vulnerable, immense fun yet unreasonable and in need of grounding. We needed men who earthed us but didn’t bore the pants off us at the same time.

‘Hello? Christ, are you still there?’

‘Yeeeeeeessss.’ He sounded like the whale from Finding Nemo, except in this scenario I was Marlin, not Dory, and I didn’t know what the fuck he was saying.

‘Just email me.’ I put the phone down.

While I would later find out that Rob had been on the tail end of a three-day party when we first spoke, burned out and bonged up, I discovered he was much better on email.

Like me, he was a journalist, but, unlike me, he didn’t strap on a pregnancy suit to find out whether people would give up a seat on the Tube, run around a cryo chamber in a bikini to see if his extremities would freeze or visit a woman who deciphered the future from coffee grounds.

This guy actually knew stuff and wrote about the environment. He spoke at conferences. It wasn’t just his profession that made him different from the guys I normally dated (they tended to be DJs or personal trainers – all emotionally unavailable and poor); he wasn’t shy about showing me he was interested.

I had just finished my first travel commission at the Guardian as a freelance writer, and my piece on kayaking around Kerala was due out a few days before our first date.

‘Congratulations on the “throwing fag butts at dolphins” line,’ Rob wrote.

I was touched that he’d gone out and bought a paper.

Rob worked mainly as a trade journalist and wanted to branch into consumer journalism.

‘It’s not that I don’t enjoy writing about the environment (apart from air pollution, I hate air pollution),’ he wrote, ‘and I even really like my other regular contract, which is a little publication on land contamination (sexy, huh?), which is a rather fiendish combination of ecology, chemistry, toxicology and politics. Oh dear, I think my inner science nerd is exposed.’

He was funny as well as clever.

Tania made the mistake of assuming we had forgiven her for the blind date email and asked our opinion on this guy who couldn’t tell the difference between ‘into’ and ‘in to’.

‘People who can’t spell are crap in the sack. Scientific fact,’ wrote Rob.

Tania wrote back sometime later in the week to tell us that a quick search revealed this guy was actually married.

‘Aha,’ replied Rob.

‘You said crap in the sack, not morally crap,’ Tania fired back.

‘Same thing.’

During our email exchanges, he also asked me on a second date to a restaurant opening before we’d even had our first date, something that normally would have sent me running had he not caveated it with ‘assuming we don’t hate each other on sight’. I said no.

Charming and witty though he seemed, I still wasn’t convinced this would be a goer.

Especially when – in my ignorance of confusing New Zealand with Australia – I thought I was going to get some young, tousle-haired, blond surfer from Home and Away, and what I got – according to the picture Rob sent so we’d recognise each other on our date – was a skinhead in a Celtic t-shirt cuddling his gigantic dog Daisy.

I didn’t hate dogs, but after an Alsatian bit my mother on the arse when I was a child, I wasn’t enamoured with them either. And Daisy – a mix of pit bull, mastiff and boxer – looked like she ate arses for breakfast.

We met in Fujiyama, tucked away in the backstreets of Brixton. A night sharp with cold, streetlights shining halos where it greeted the mist from our mouths.

My flatmate and best friend Mal dropped me off, and I bitched the entire way about how this guy was just going to be another bozo. ‘Or he’s going to wear flip-flops to the date, like that last guy did.’

I refused to get out of the car, clutching onto my seatbelt for dear life. When Mal finally prised my fingers from the dashboard and booted me out, I knew there was no going back. Mainly because she sped off the moment my feet hit tarmac.

It is funny when you look back on first meetings. I had met men who immediately set off Roman candles and fizzing sparklers. And they lasted all of two seconds.

Rob was something much slower than that. He looked like a man carved by sea, sun and earth. Broad shoulders, thick forearms. A long nose and a strong jaw.

Crinkly around the eyes when he smiled, like lines drawn lightly in sand, a close-shaved head that made him look tough and lean, but when you looked closer, you saw softness in his eyes.

He got up when he saw me approach the table, and he stood up when I went to the bathroom. This was that mythical chivalry thing we’d heard so much about while learning Jane Austen by rote.

We ordered cold Tiger beer because it was steaming hot inside the restaurant. When he removed his sweatshirt, his t-shirt stuck to it and rode up to his neck, showing me the most perfectly toned, creamy white torso. That was unexpected.

Thankfully, my jaw dropped while he was still navigating his shirt over his face. Then we talked and talked.

Despite my initial cynicism, I had a good time. Rob was unlike any person I had ever been on a date with. He didn’t look like the men I usually went for (apart from his strong nose, I loved that. Oh, and the flat torso). And he certainly didn’t act like most of the men I normally went for.

‘Good morning, dear, I hope you had a good time,’ came the message the following day. Normally, if a guy sent me a message (if), it would come so late I could have already been dead and nostril-deep in a bowl of cornflakes for all they knew.

We talked about our second date. ‘The only thing that crossed my mind,’ he said, ‘was a classical gig if there was anything decent on, as you said you’d never been to one.’

Brownie points for paying attention but I didn’t want anything too stuffy.

As it was my turn to arrange the date and I knew he liked music, we spent date number two drinking rum on ice, watching an old (literally old – they were each pushing eighty) folk band in a now-defunct bar on Tottenham Court Road.

It was a risk – I knew he was all Fugazi, Turbonegro and The Specials – but this was the only gig on that night, and it turned out he had a huge soft spot for country and western.

As the evening went on, I wondered whether he was going to kiss me. There he was, rabbiting on about James Taylor, and I looked at his mouth. A thin line on top, a fuller lip below.

I didn’t know if I wanted Rob to kiss me. I mean sure, I already knew I loved talking to him, but I hadn’t had a semi-sober first kiss for a long time.

Plus, my last one had gone terribly wrong.

It was with some guy I met on (another) blind date and it felt like a washing machine had gone sentient and was trying to run a spin cycle via my mouth.

By the time Rob and I left the bar, there wasn’t even a hint of puckering up. In my head, I had already decided there wasn’t going to be a third date if the guy couldn’t summon up the nerve.

We took a black cab back to mine, with the intention that it would drop him home in neighbouring Streatham straight afterwards. ‘Two stops,’ I told the driver firmly.

As we neared my flat in Balham, Rob was seized by a mysterious urge to urinate.

‘Honestly,’ he said, ‘I know what this looks like but I really, really need to use the toilet.’

We let the cab go. I felt heartless kicking him out immediately, so we sat on Mal’s black leather sofa, had a nightcap and talked some more.

He was from a Catholic middle-class family in Auckland; I was from a Hindu middle-class family based in Kent by way of Bangalore.

‘So what degree did you do?’ I asked.

He looked at his glass. ‘I didn’t.’

‘But, you’re a journalist?’

‘Yep. I quit school at sixteen. Worked as a bartender, landscape gardener, truck driver. Took a six-month course when I was twenty-five and retrained as a journalist.’

‘And you own your own house?’

‘Yes.’

As all journalists will realise, this is pretty spectacular considering the first ten to fifteen years of your career will see you earning a salary so measly you’ll become an expert at cadging free drinks and raiding your parents’ change pot for coins.

Or, in my case, being lucky enough to have a Mal who charged me pittance rent.

I was impressed. Rob was actually a grown-up man.

As the clock ticked towards 3am, I decided it was bedtime. Solo bedtime.

But then Rob said something which, while not romantic, was certainly true to his nation’s straight, no-bullshit ethos: ‘So, this is the point we figure out whether we are going to be mates, or something more. Are we going to kiss or what?’

I looked at him, and I remember this moment etched onto my memory as carefully and gently as if by a calligrapher’s brush.

I got up.

I sat on his lap, with my legs tucked behind me. I placed my hands on his face and, as I came closer, I could feel his heart beating faster and faster – badoombadoomBADOOM.

And then we kissed.

It wasn’t Roman candles or sparklers. This was far older than that. This was a spark that started in the centre of the earth; it surged through the ground, past rock and roots, and entered through our feet.

Perhaps it might have stopped there, as just a very good kiss. But every time Rob and I kissed, every day, for six years, it never once lost the spark that shot from a point beyond our understanding and wrapped us in its glow.

The reason I know that love like this wasn’t delusion, or what we wanted to believe, is because I always recognise its counterpart in other people.

Like this video made by a colleague of mine who filmed her eighty-year-old grandfather talking about how much he loved his wife, who had dementia and lived in a home.

He presses her hand, strokes her hair. He looks at her with the desperation of someone who is trying to make smoke stand still and doesn’t know how to stop pieces of her evaporating, as must happen every day.

At the end of the video, he says simply: ‘I love her.’

And I feel it.

I feel the love he had for her and I recognise its counterpart in me, in terms of what I had for Rob. There are people I instantly see it in, and people I don’t. Trying to contain Big Love from your voice is impossible; so if it isn’t there, I don’t think it ever was. If you’re wondering if this is IT, it isn’t.

Because real love is light, it is fire. It catches and blows into a million sparks and it settles down on you hot and sizzling, and when it cools, it becomes strength, it becomes part of you; it changes you entirely.

‘So, there’s something I should probably tell you,’ said Rob.

We were in a taxi on the way to his house after dinner, around four weeks into dating. We held hands across the middle seat – gingerly, because there was a weird white stain exactly on the spot you’d expect a weird white stain to be.

Things had moved really quickly, but I knew I had never been happier.

Two weeks before, when I was still deciding whether to go on another date, I fell ill. I had a cough like a sailor who smoked forty unfiltered roll-ups a day, and everything in my chest hurt. I looked like two horror films that had had sex with each other – everything oozing, red eyes and a vacant stare from too much cough syrup.

I didn’t want to see him. Even my mother tried to get off the phone as quickly as she could while I hacked into the receiver, and this is a woman who used to let me blow my nose on her nightie.

‘I’m bringing you chicken noodle soup,’ he said.

‘Oh God, no. I just can’t face seeing anyone.’

‘That’s okay, you don’t have to. I’ll leave it on the step, ring the doorbell and scoot away so you won’t have to see me.’

I paused. ‘You’d seriously do that?’

‘Yes.’

‘This isn’t some kind of mind-fuck where the soup is a metaphor for something else?’

‘No. It’s real-life, no-strings-attached (mainly because I’ll make sure I remove the string ha-ha) chicken noodle soup.’

He turned up with rapidly cooling soup in a giant pot. I let him in the door. ‘You look beautiful,’ he said, kissing me on the lips.

I caught a glimpse of my reflection. My hair was matted at the back. My nose was peeling. And looking back at him, I saw he was serious.

Who was this man, who made chicken noodle soup, and who was starting to move so fluidly through my life, through my bloodstream and into my heart, when I had no recollection of how I let him past the gate?

Winning my heart was not easy, yet he had passed every stage. He called, he genuinely listened to what I said. When I stayed over at his house for the first time, we didn’t sleep together.

Instead, we kissed all night. In the morning, I woke up next to a steaming cup of tea with a ceramic zebra’s head emerging from the liquid.

‘Well done, fucko,’ it seemed to say, ‘you’re a goner.’

A week later, our social calendars collided at his house, although we hadn’t been due to meet. I had been at a bar for a friend’s birthday; he had been out to a dinner party. The birthday shindig was full of pretentious twats in Camden, and I didn’t think Rob would mind me turning up at his house. I texted, he texted, and it was on.

When I came through the front door, which was already open, Rob was cuddling Daisy while sprawled in a cream armchair.

‘Hello,’ he said, smiling with the flush of many red wines. ‘We’re going to get married and have brown babies. We’re going to make International Beige babies. I love you.’

By a hair’s breadth, I was more sober than he was. ‘I’m sorry, what?’

I needed to make sure I’d heard what I heard. After a few drinks Rob’s accent was even more incomprehensible so, phonetically, it sounded like: ‘Harro. We’zxsplish married. Brown babies. Shminternational Beige. Ruvoo.’

He repeated himself, I listened. For the first time in my life, I wasn’t scared. When men had declared their love before, and I wasn’t ready or I didn’t feel it, I would nod and plot my escape through gritted smiles.

But I could feel something huge shifting; tectonic plates of New Zealand and India moved across continents and lay beneath our feet, layered on top of one another.

‘So, do you remember what I said yesterday?’ he asked me the next morning, with his arm stretched underneath my pillow, breathing in the back of my neck as I faced another cup of tea with the floating zebra head. Clearly, he thought I liked this mug when in fact I felt it silently mocked me.

‘Yes,’ I replied, my smile hidden from view.

‘And?’

I wriggled around under the sheets in a 180-degree turn to face him and looked him in his blue eyes. ‘You know I feel it. I just want to say it at the right time.’

He looked happy, his eyes meeting his smile. ‘You’re so beautiful.’

‘Stop trying to get me to say it.’

A few months into our relationship, summer had finally arrived and we were in the park, lying next to each other.

Rob said: ‘Haven’t we somehow, through pure chance, got exactly the kind of love you can make a whole life out of? I never saw this coming but now I have you, I’ll never let you go.’

I loved it so much I immediately wrote it down on a napkin.

I don’t know how he knew.

‘It’s fair to say he was smitten from the start,’ said Anoushka, a close friend of his.

At the beginning I’d tried to come up with excuses for why we shouldn’t have another date, because deep down I didn’t want to get attached and risk being hurt. But he always knew, and his faith gave me faith in myself, and in us.

When I felt myself falling, when I felt that parts of me were reforming into something new and different, and full of Rob, it terrified me. I had never been this happy, had never experienced this kind of connection, and I felt it rewriting the person I was, strand by strand.

I looked up from the crook of his arm where my head was resting and said: ‘Rob, I’m so scared something bad is going to happen to us. I feel so happy but I feel like I don’t deserve it, like it’s too perfect.’

He kissed my head. ‘Nothing’s going to happen, honey.’

Sometimes we place so much pressure and expectation on love. It’s as if it sits in a glass bottle on a high shelf, and we believe that if we take small sips of it, it will fix the problems we have in our lives. And when it doesn’t, it feels like we failed.

The problem isn’t whether or not we love. Or how strong it is, or even whether it’s the right kind of love. The fact is, we are conditioned from an early age to believe that love is perfection – not just that it is a goal to strive for, but that it is a solution, a rescue from an otherwise unhappy existence.

I don’t know a single person who doesn’t want to be loved. Who doesn’t want to hear the reassuring murmur of another person’s breath in the room, to feel the counterpoint of yourself reflected in someone else and draw comfort from how well they know and love you.

But fairy tales and the dream sold by society that love and marriage are the main currencies with which to buy happiness do not prepare you for the challenges that lie ahead.

So when you are holding hands in a car, avoiding weird white stains, speeding to a future of fresh sheets, mugs of zebra tea and the legs of your loved one wrapped around you, and the person you are falling in love with says: ‘So, there’s something I should probably tell you,’ you are already gone.

‘Okay,’ I replied, ‘what’s that? You’re already married? You’re gay? You want me to be your beard? You’re not actually a nerd? I hate to tell you, but I think you’re a pretty big nerd.’

I always was the talkative one in our relationship and usually my verbal diarrhoea made Rob smile.

But this time his smile didn’t quite meet the crinkles around his eyes, and my words fell flat, oddly hollow in the space between us. Suddenly, that middle seat stretched into a desert and we were standing on opposite dunes trying to see each other under the night sky.

‘It’s not a big deal, but I’d rather I told you. We have depression running through my family, and I have it as well. I haven’t been properly depressed for a long time, but I thought I should tell you.’

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘I’m glad you told me.’

‘There’s nothing to worry about, okay?’ he said.

‘Okay.’ I pressed his big, calloused hand tightly and kissed the back of it. I wasn’t concerned; I didn’t think any more of it. He might as well have told me he had athlete’s foot.

A comfortable silence fell between us, and we watched the trees in the nearby woodland pass us by, the red lights of parked cars along the edge, its occupants creeping around for love in a dark place.

Depression wasn’t something I knew much about.

I knew people felt sad, and had trouble getting out of bed, but then after a while they stopped feeling so terrible. I only knew of one friend who had it after undergoing surgery, and she recovered eventually. So how bad could it be?

Like the web of an unpleasant dream, I brushed it away from the corner of my mind. If Rob wasn’t worried, I wasn’t worried. I trust him completely.

I was happy and I had finally found the love of my life.
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There is something unusual going on with the beech trees.

Whole forests of them cover the area of Fiordland in New Zealand, and these ones aren’t like the golden glades you see in England, where writers dream up bunnies in waistcoats and Prince Charming trots through on a white horse.

On either side of our path, the trees are covered in lichen; dark green lace gobbling up entire trunks, curtains made of feathery fronds draped from branch to branch. The trees fan out deep into the distance, an immense tangle of roots appearing to climb into other worlds.

I have never seen anything like it.

We are forty-two walkers swallowed up in this vast, primordial sprawl along the Milford Track. Soon, the ethereal greenery surrounds us completely; it humbles us, renders us mute.

Although the landscape seems forgotten, a closer look reveals it is more like the earth dreamed up from a time before we messed her up. We have been given the chance to see our planet in her youth, and there is nothing eerie about her.

Not today, anyway.

She is reminding us of how the world was, how it still could be, which in turn makes us introspective and think about who we are, the things we’ve pointlessly been holding on to and who we want to be.

We don’t have the luxury of distracting ourselves from the bigger questions. Smartphones don’t work here and it’s hard holding a conversation when you’re wheezing up a mountain.

Everything that loves water has gathered. In the distance, day-old waterfalls spray white foam from cracks in the rock face. Beneath my feet grow tiny intricate mosses, alive and springy, not like the decaying patches in half-remembered gardens back home.

I let the other walkers move past to allow a pocket of solitude, time to think and close my eyes. As they move on ahead, the sound of their walking poles clacking in the distance, my head has never felt so empty, so peaceful and free from worry.

This is right where I am meant to be.

I know people say that in romantic films when they are catching each other’s lives by the tips of their fingers at a train station or an airport, but despite the fact that I am alone, dressed in walking gear that makes me look like a ten-year-old boy and starting to smell like a ripe sock, this is the place.

My expectations for life were left behind on the boat that dropped us off at the start of the track. I unpacked the burden of concern my friends and family have for me, the hope of having babies, the worry that I will be alone for the rest of my life, the hurt of the last few years, the loss of a world that once had a husband, a dog and a house in it.

Here, it’s just me and Rob.

Coming to New Zealand, I hoped, would reset some of the terrible events of last year. While in Auckland, Rob took his own life in the woods at a nature reserve.

Thinking about his last moments set off a primal growl with grief in its throat; it smells of earth, sadness, tears and love; it sounds like hearts cracking, lives breaking and reforming.

When it comes to suicide, every pinprick of light that surrounded the darkness of their death is pounced upon; we hope against hope that our loved ones, while they died alone, didn’t just die with despair.

So the fact that my nature-loving husband killed himself in the woods tells me something of him was still in there before he died.

But the more I read into his death, the more I feel as if only now am I beginning to understand Rob. Many people assumed I came here to find out why he died. But I came to find out how he became the man I loved when he lived.


Chapter Two

Rob didn’t live that far from us – about five minutes by car – but it may as well have been on a different planet. Balham was all yummy mummies and cute delis.

Streatham, where Rob lived, was chicken-shop-land. Pavements littered with tiny bones, home to people who drifted like lost ghosts along the high street vomiting strong, stale beer in dusty doorways, shop fronts selling mobile phone covers and protein powder.

The area did have some fabulous houses, though; grand Victorian beauties with frilly crenulations, dark-red brick and white piping around the edges. Houses with gardens – a rarity in London – and big, open greens where people walked their dogs and paused under huge, leafy trees for shade.

The first time I took a taxi to his house, his instructions were: ‘Go down Oakdale Road, you’ll see a row of Victorian houses. When you come to the oddly shaped 1970s butt-ugly triangle house, that’s mine.’

The house was as grim as he described it; rebuilt after being bombed during the war and badly made, with thin walls and low ceilings. The bathroom looked like it was being eaten slowly by mould, and the kitchen counter was buckling under moisture.

It was a brown, school dinner of a building. But Rob loved it – it was his first house, and I respected that.

Rob owned it with his friend Mikey, who lived there along with another friend, Rob Cruise. It had a particular feel and smell to it that places inhabited only by men do – half-wolf, half-human.

It was reasonably tidy, but smears of mud and blood on the walls revealed its true nature as a den, and I knew there were parts of the house that probably hadn’t been cleaned since they moved in.

There was a fish tank. Not the pretty tropical kind with guppies and angelfish. This one housed two ugly-as-sin axolotls: prehistoric-looking salamanders, one pure white, the other a boggy green.

I couldn’t get rid of them – it would have been like a stepmother sending the kids to boarding school. But luckily the bog green one was slowly nibbling the white one to death (they can regenerate their limbs but evidently not quickly enough when someone is using you as a regular snack), so there would be a resolution either way without my interference.

With Rob’s dog Daisy in the mix – then a hazelnut-coloured, feisty one-year-old who did not initially approve of my entry into his life – I had to adjust to dog hair, bits of chewed-up toys she liked to squirrel away under her bed, and muddy paw prints tattooed across the floor just after I cleaned it.

Daisy and I met on our third date.

I heard her long before I saw her, and it’s a small miracle I didn’t wet myself in fear – her bark sounded like it was piped through the lungs of a bear. I’d already seen her mugshot: big beautiful eyes, a tiny pink star on her nose and a terrifying jaw that revealed her pit bull genes – and, as I stood outside Rob’s front door, I imagined those very same jaws clamping around my bottom.

‘I made sure I walked her for two hours so she won’t drive us crazy on our date,’ texted Rob a few hours before.

Rob’s ex-girlfriend Monique had bought Daisy as a Christmas present, and when puppy met man it was love at first sight. As my experience of pets was limited to goldfish and an ill-fated stint with a kitten that didn’t last long, I couldn’t quite understand that bond between a dog and its human. But in Rob and Daisy, you saw how much they were knitted into each other.

They’d spend hours on the floor cuddled together, arm in arm, Daisy’s paws in utter submission, Rob rubbing her belly, murmuring: ‘Who’s my little girl, hmm?’ Sometimes, it was pretty galling – when Rob was withdrawn or feeling particularly low – that the dog got more love than I did.

In fact, my cousin Prarthana actually said to him once: ‘When I met you, I wasn’t sure I liked you. You seemed to pay more attention to your dog than you did to Poorna.’ (Needless to say, this was after it was established that she liked him.)

There is no doubt, however, that animals help people with depression, partly because they supply companionship and unconditional love, and also because they provide a purpose. Rob took his care of Daisy seriously – which meant that, as a big dog, she needed regular walking, and that got him out of the house even when he didn’t feel like it.

On our date, however, there were no cuddles for Daisy, and she looked outraged that another woman was sitting next to His Lordship. Every time we laughed or tried to come close, she’d get up off her bed, blow loudly through her nose and wiggle her big bottom over to us, trying to get some attention.

She tried these tactics every single time I visited Rob’s house over the next eighteen months as a guest, and didn’t deviate from her course even after he asked me to move in with him. Although she grew to love me, from time to time she’d rebel, picking a delight such as choosing to rub her muddy bum only on my side of the bed, or staging a dirty protest in my office.

On moving-in day, when I turned up on the doorstep with lots of boxes, Daisy inspected everything as if to say, Bitch, please.

Rob was less attentive. He met me at the door and announced abruptly: ‘I’m on deadline.’ So I was left to unpack a lot of it on my own, and, over the next few days, I threw myself into spring-cleaning the entire house. I tidied up cans, bottles, packets of food; wiped the cupboards from top to bottom; ran an inventory of the sauces, pickles and jars lurking in the back of the fridge; washed our sheets in bleach to remove traces of Daisy-related mud; lifted everything up and swept, mopped and vacuumed.

While Rob worked in his office – also known as the converted garage – he kept the door closed. When I tried to pop in to talk to him, I found him hastily shutting a drawer.

‘Ooh, is that a present for me?’ I asked. I was waiting for him to make a big show of me moving in – I had hinted enough times that Mal had set a high standard. (She welcomed me with a Capri-Sun and my name spelled out in magnets on the fridge.)

‘No, there’s nothing for you in there,’ he replied.

Aw, I thought, he’s trying to fob me off. I bet he has a surprise.

The memory slid down a crack; I forgot that he never did give me anything.

Soon after I moved in, Rob and I were sitting up in bed when he said: ‘I don’t want you to worry, but I’m going to talk to my GP about going on some mild antidepressants.’

I wasn’t worried.

‘Are you okay? Is there anything I can do?’ I thought it was like going to get antibiotics. He’d have the medication, it would fix it. It made me think he was on top of it and being responsible about it too.

The year was 2010. This was before I knew anything substantial about depression. When I think of this person, the person I was, I am both envious of her naivety and sad because she had no idea what she was dealing with.

‘I’m fine, honestly. I just think it’s best to get on top of it before it gets worse.’

‘Did something happen to, you know, cause it?’

‘No, it just happens sometimes in cycles. It comes on and goes away again after a while.’

‘What does it feel like?’ I snuggled closer, trying to wrap my arms around his torso which sometimes seemed so broad it was like trying to encircle a huge tree.

‘Think about your best day,’ he said. ‘Everything is going right for you. The sun is shining. It should be the happiest day of your life, right?

‘Depression is feeling as if you are having the worst day of your life, over and over, even when you should be happy, like on the day your first child is born.

‘How you want to feel doesn’t make a difference because this is how you feel. You are extremely sad and there is nothing you can do to escape it.’

There was a shiver in the room, as if something darker had been summoned in for show-and-tell, and now it was circling our bed, smacking its lips.

And then all of a sudden it was gone. I didn’t give it a moment’s thought.
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