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CHAPTER ONE - APRIL, 1991

 

The introduction agency had, so far, been a dismal failure for me.  I did realise that it would be an uphill battle, considering my profile.  As soon as a potential partner saw the words, “Registered Blind”, there was little reason for them to continue reading my details.  To be absolutely honest with myself, why should any woman want to date a blind man?  After a few months without any response, I spoke to the owner of the agency and asked if my profile could be amended to omit this detracting fact.  I told her that if a potential match was found, I would make them aware of my situation before meeting.  I just felt that it would give me a slightly better chance of making contacts.  Surprisingly, she agreed, accepting my reasoning.

I was elated when, at last I had a response.  From her profile, Marie sounded of interest to me and I hoped that, at last, my loneliness might be coming to an end, two years after splitting up from my first wife.  Two seemingly-long years of hard work, but little pleasure as I missed the touch, smell and intimacies of having a woman in my life.  The only drawback was Marie’s address, which was quite a distance from Manchester.  Unfortunately, she lived in the Republic of Ireland.  When I eventually plucked up the courage to phone, I found her voice and character pleasant and receptive.  We talked for a while, informing each other of our backgrounds.  I felt it was too early to mention my eyesight problem at that stage and just enjoyed our conversation, as we appeared to have quite a lot in common.

It came as a blow, when a few days later, I received an angry letter from Marie.  After our conversation, she had looked at my profile again and noticed that the agency had clumsily obliterated an entry with Tippex.  It had not been completely obscured and she managed, from this, to understand my visual handicap.  She phoned the agency and complained about the deception.  Obviously, Marie wanted nothing further to do with me.  I did send her a letter of apology and hoped that she would understand my reasons.

It did make me feel guilty and I realised that my idea was selfish and, as a consequence, decided to correct the information.  After asking the agent to put the words “Registered blind” back in my profile, I did not expect to have any further responses.  I always looked closely through the list of potential partners sent from the agency and was surprised to find someone who matched my preferences and, thankfully, did not live too far away.  Forty-four year old divorcee, Carol Beeham lived in Mold, North Wales.  My spirits raised in anticipation, I asked the agency to pass my details to Carol and waited.  To my relief, she responded within just a few days, allowing the agency to reveal her phone number.

I had to pluck up considerable courage to make that most important, first phone call and felt like a nervous teenager, as my call was answered.  Her voice was warm and, for once, I felt that my life may be about to turn for the better.

After a few minutes of polite, general conversation, I asked, “Carol, do you like going to the theatre?”

“Yes, actually I do, John.  What do you have in mind?”

“There’s Phantom of the Opera at the Palace Theatre in Manchester, at the moment.  Would you like to see it this coming Saturday?”

She paused for thought.  “Yes, I could enjoy that.  I’d like to know a bit more about you before I meet you, though.”

For the next few minutes, we learned more about each other’s backgrounds and I did not find anything about her which changed my mind.  At last, I was talking to a woman of warmth and sincerity.  There was something about her which I knew instinctively, even before meeting her for a date, was very special.  I did not know what it was, but I knew I must see her.  Probably the biggest obstacle to our friendship would be the distance between us.  Mold is about forty miles distant from Sale and I did not drive.  Still, it was a great deal closer than Southern Ireland where Marie lived, a fact worth taking into account.

This was the part of the conversation I had dreaded with other potential dates.  I was worried that she may react in the same way as Marie, but, when I mentioned my eyesight problem, I was relieved to find that Carol was still willing to meet me.  The next few days were spent in eager anticipation of our first date.  I had suggested that we could go to a restaurant first for a meal and then on to the theatre, but there was a flaw in my planning.  Most good restaurants did not start serving meals before six‑thirty and the curtain up time was seven‑thirty.  Since I had never liked to rush things, I realised that this suggestion was not practical.

I had an idea ‑ a solution to my problem.  I phoned Carol and asked if she would let me make a meal for her at my house.  I knew there was a good chance she may refuse, since, at this stage, she knew very little about me and certainly would not know whether I could be trusted.  All the advice on meeting potential partners for the first time suggested meeting in open, public places to avoid difficult, dangerous situations.

“Yes, that would be lovely, John” she answered, to my great surprise and relief.  “What time would you like me to be there?”

“Between five and five‑thirty should be alright.  I’ll send a map in the post to give you an idea of the best route.”   At that time, I did not have her address, but, she gave me this information without hesitation.  I wrote her a short letter enclosing the map and joked about her being brave enough to sample my cooking.  I had made my own meals for the last two years, but would it be good enough for a guest?

When Saturday, the day of our first meeting, arrived, I was far more nervous than I could remember and felt like a teenager having his first date.  I spent most of the day organising myself, cleaning the house, preparing the meal of meat and potato pie and making certain that I was clean and tidy.  It was planned like a military operation and, apart from an unexpected phone call, everything went smoothly.

Carol arrived on time and the meal was ready to serve, with the smell of baking pastry meeting her as I opened the door.  “I’ve brought a bottle of wine to have with the meal”, she said politely.

I had already opened a bottle of wine and left it to chill in the fridge.  “Thanks, Carol.  Would you mind if we save this and drink one I have in the fridge?”

“No, not at all.”   I realised later that I had made a mistake of etiquette.  She had quite rightly brought a bottle of red wine, since we were having a meat dish.  The plain truth was that I knew chilled white wine was wrong for the meal, but, at that time, I had a distinct preference for white wine.  Although I was still very nervous, I found her presence comfortable and my impression of her over the phone proved to be correct.  She was a warm and friendly woman and I was happy that she had accepted my date.  In appearance, she was everything I could have hoped for and I could not believe my luck at having found someone who matched my ideals so closely.  She was about five feet three tall and slim, with short, dark brown hair.  Her voice was soft, warm and without any obvious accent or dialect.

“Please have a seat, Carol.  I’ll just go and put the dinner out.”

While I was in the kitchen serving the food, she wandered through and said, “Do you mind if I watch?”

“Er..I’m a bit self‑conscious,” I stammered awkwardly.  As soon as I said it, I wished I had not said something so stupid.  I felt terrible as she returned to the dining‑room and told myself to be more thoughtful with my future conversation.  We both enjoyed the meal and Carol seemed to have a good appetite.  The conversation was polite as one might expect on a first meeting.  For sweet, I had bought a ready‑made raspberry trifle and this soon disappeared as we hungrily attacked it.

After only a short while, Carol had realised that my eyesight was worse than I had implied on the phone.  There was no way I could avoid this, no matter how much I tried.  I cursed myself for having to conceal the degree of my handicap, but, from past experience, I knew that the only way to avoid natural prejudice was to gain the confidence of the other person first and then show them that I was capable of living a perfectly normal life.  I had been registered blind since nineteen seventy nine and although I had no sight at all in my right eye, there was still some useful residual vision in my left.  With this, I managed, though I could not pretend that it was easy.  Anything left out of place could result in me tripping over it or banging my shins.

After the meal, I piled all the dishes in the kitchen sink and, unusually for me, left them there.  I normally washed all dishes straight after use, but, on this occasion, I did not want to waste precious time.  We sat in the lounge, talked quite happily and finished the bottle of wine.  Although Carol had driven to my house, I had arranged for a taxi to take us to the theatre.  I felt this would be better than driving into a city centre she did not know and trying to find somewhere to park.  The journey did not take long and we were soon sitting in our circle seats, at the Palace Theatre, eating the chocolates I had bought her.

I felt an excitement I had not felt for years.  It was not sexual; more just pleasure that someone was actually with me out of their own choice.  For once in my life, I felt my confidence and self‑esteem uplifted.  “Phantom of the Opera” was excellent and we both seemed to enjoy each other’s company.  I had arranged for a taxi to collect us from the theatre, but the show had finished earlier than expected, giving us no choice but to wait ten minutes in the theatre doorway.  It was then that I plucked up courage and took hold of Carol’s hand to show her my appreciation of her company.  Her hand was warm and soft and, although it might have seemed like the act of a teenager and not a middle‑aged man, I did not feel at all self‑conscious.

I held her hand for the whole of the journey home and, by this time, we were both more at ease with each other.  I knew once we arrived back at my house that I could not offer her any alcohol, since she would have to drive to her own home before very long.  Instead, I offered her a drink of coffee which she accepted gratefully.  Again, we talked for a while until she said she had better start making her way home.  I knew that I wanted to kiss her, but wondered how she would react.  Would she offer her cheek or let me kiss her full on the lips?

“May I kiss you goodnight?” I asked politely.  She responded by letting me hold her close and kissing her full on her soft, moist lips.  After several tender, lingering kisses, I knew that this was to become a very special relationship.  The way she kissed, yielding to my touch, yet responding equally well, gave me great sense of satisfaction, stirring deep emotions within me.  How a woman responds to a kiss tells a lot about her feelings.  Firm, un-responsive lips suggests a woman who is prepared to be kissed, yet offers little in return.  This was not the case with Carol.  Her response showed that she was ready to give love as well as receiving it.

Carol was a very warm, tender, responsive woman who I knew I must see again.  As I watched her drive away from my house, I had a very happy feeling in my heart and a new‑found peace of mind.  That night, I slept soundly, feeling very happy and comfortable with the world.  Re-living the events of this first date, I felt certain that I walked around with a smile on my face all day Sunday.

I did not know then just when I would be able to see Carol again, but a stroke of luck made it sooner than I had expected.  My secretary, Kate, had booked tickets to see ‘The King and I’ at the Opera House in Manchester for the following Saturday.  During the week, she realised that she would not be able to use these tickets and offered them to me.  I phoned Carol and asked if she would like to go with me to the theatre again.  To my surprise and relief, she immediately accepted.  She would not be able to come to my house as early, this time, but would eat a quick meal before starting her journey.

When she arrived at a quarter to seven, I gave her a welcoming hug and a kiss.  We only had a few minutes to wait before the taxi arrived to take us the six mile journey to the theatre.  We had not finished the box of chocolates from the previous week and took them with us.  Our seats were on the front row of the stalls, giving us a really close view of the show.  Susan Hampshire played the leading role, in what proved to be a popular production of ‘The King and I’.  For the whole of the performance, we entwined our arms together, keeping our bodies as close as possible while still sitting in two separate seats.  At times, I would run my fingers gently over her palm and even this simple action seemed to excite her as she would arch her palm back in obvious pleasure.  Her reactions, in turn, excited me to an extent I could not remember having felt before.  My breathing and heart rate were much faster than normal and I had an erection for most of the performance.

Again, after the show, I had arranged for a taxi to take us back to my house.  She leaned against me in the taxi and seemed to feel very comfortable in my company.  I did not feel inhibited by the presence of the taxi driver and felt certain that he would be used to lovers’ passions being aroused in the back of his car.  The journey back to Sale seemed to pass very quickly.  After arriving home we had a drink of coffee and then started kissing again.  The hot, steamy kisses were longer and deeper than ever before and both our bodies shivered with excitement as the passion grew ever more intense.  She shrugged her jacket off, allowing me to lift her jumper and touch her breasts gently.  They were small, but firm breasts and extremely responsive to my caresses.  Our sighs of mutual pleasure were the only sounds to be heard as we held each other close and continued our petting and passionate kisses.

“What do you want?” she whispered enticingly.

“I want to make love to you.”   I had surprised myself.  I never imagined events to move so fast.

Her response surprised me.  “I want you inside me.  But not here ‑ let’s go upstairs.”   I could not believe my ears.  Nobody had ever said that they actually wanted me before.  Even the word ‘want’ was like music to my ears.  Was this a seduction, and, if so, who was seducing who?  I led her out of the lounge and moved towards the stairs.  “Don’t switch the lights off.”   I had switched them off as a natural thing to do on leaving a room, but I think I understood the symbolic reasons for her making this request.  As soon as we entered my bedroom and closed the curtains, she began to take her clothes off.  I followed suit but took longer to reach the same state of undress.  As I had not anticipated having a sexual experience this early in the relationship, I was not prepared, having no condoms and hoped this would not interfere too much in our activities.    I had not made love for several years and desperately hoped that I could satisfy her desires.  I knew that I must be sexually more naive than Carol.  In fact, not many men could be as sexually inexperienced as me since I only had one previous sexual partner, my ex‑wife.  As Carol lay on the bed, my penis showed my level of arousal.  It was hot, stiff and very big as she opened her legs and gently eased it into her soft, moist vagina.  “Don’t come inside me,” she said quietly.  “I don’t want you to make me pregnant.”   I knew that this had to be very special love‑making and not something to rush.  I made long, slow movements of my body and Carol responded far better than I could have expected.  Her orgasmic sighs were loud and very intense.  She gained particular pleasure when I sucked her breasts.  We made love for at least an hour and a half, with Carol having several orgasms and, although  I did not come at all, It did not bother me as I had gained so much enjoyment from giving her so much pleasure.  The fact I had not ejaculated might have been as a result of the fear of an unwanted pregnancy, but I really did not mind.  The beauty of it all was that my poor vision had not impaired the evening at all.  In fact, it may well have enhanced it since my sense of touch was now more acute than ever.  The only reference made to it was when Carol lay naked on the bed, looked up at me and asked if I could see her clearly.  My level of vision meant that close objects were reasonably clear though not sharply defined, while far objects were much more difficult to distinguish.  In Carol’s case, I could see quite clearly her welcome smile, her boyish features and the flowing curves of her body.  The one thing I had to admit was that I could not tell what colour her eyes were.  I did know they were hazel, but, try as I might, I could not see the colour.

“I’ve never known anyone as gentle as you, darling.  I don’t like leaving you like this, but I am going to have to go shortly ‑ It’s nearly one o’clock and, much as I would love to, I can’t stay for the night.”

“I wish you could, but don’t worry.  I do understand and I will be alright.”   Carol dressed while I lay naked on the bed watching her.  “I’ll come downstairs to see you off,” I said as she pulled her jacket on and was ready for leaving.

“You’d better put something on”, she said with a smile as she looked at my still erect penis.  She handed me my housecoat which I slipped on and then followed her downstairs.  I gave her one final, lingering kiss and watched her walk to her car.

“Please drive carefully love, and phone me when you get home.”

“Don’t worry, John.  I’ll take it easy.”   As her car disappeared into the distance, I went back into my house and gave a sigh of happiness.  I lay on my bed for a while re‑living the memories of the evening and felt exhilarated that such a passionate woman actually wanted me.  My pubic area ached from my exertions, but I did not mind at all.  I could not remember a time when I had managed to maintain an erection for so long.  After a while, I went and stayed at the side of the telephone waiting for Carol’s call.  Just fifty minutes after leaving my house, she phoned.  Carol sounded very happy and I knew that we had formed a relationship that night which was out of this world.  We did not talk for long as we were both tired and wished each other a good night’s sleep.

Although I fell asleep fairly quickly, I awoke at about four o’clock, feeling very thirsty and hungry, which was most unusual for me.  If I did not satisfy my appetite, I knew I would find it difficult to fall asleep again.  After a few minutes, debating what to do, I went downstairs and raided the fridge.  A drink and snack were sufficient to satisfy my hunger and I returned to my bed, where I slept soundly for several more hours.

When I awoke that Sunday morning, I felt that the world was such a beautiful place.  The memories of the night before flooded back and yet I still had difficulty believing it had actually happened.  Just the fact that someone wanted me made me feel so good and happy with the world.  My pubic area still ached, but, in a way, the fact that our passionate activities had brought pain excited me all the more, although I would not wish the same upon Carol.

For the rest of that day, I must have walked around in a day‑dream.  I knew I must see her again, but had to be careful not to be too demanding on her time.  I still did not know much about Carol and her family commitments.  I did know that she had two teenage boys, Peter and Martin.  We spoke to each other     on the phone after that weekend and, I was elated to be able to arrange for me to meet her in Chester, two weeks later.

 



CHAPTER TWO - MAY, 1991

 

 

I was like a small boy looking forward to Christmas.  My secretary, Kate knew of our date and commented on my new-found happiness.  Those two weeks, those fourteen days seemed to pass ever so slowly.  When that long-awaited Saturday finally arrived, I decided to dress casually, though, hopefully still looking reasonably smart.  On our first two dates, I had worn a suit and tie, but felt that, for this day, beige slacks, white trainers, white sports shirt and casual jacket would be more appropriate.  I put plenty of my Chanel after‑shave on, combed my hair into what would, hopefully, look reasonable for a man in his forties.

As I walked along the platform after alighting from the train at Chester, Carol saw me, walked up and gave me a big hug and kiss.  I was pleased that she did not mind showing her affection in public, since the inhibitions of my earlier life had now disappeared.  We walked out of the station hand in hand and headed for Carol’s car.  Once in the car, we kissed and cuddled before driving to another part of the city.  Carol knew of a car park close to the city wall, where we could leave the car for a few hours.  Once there, we walked around the wall, for most of the time holding hands, and talked of our past lives.

Carol had been divorced for a few years after an affair with a married man.  This disclosure immediately raised many questions in my mind, which I dare not ask.  What had become of this other man and what were Carol’s feelings for him now?  If she had chosen to answer my questions, I probably would not have liked the answers she may have given.  I did know that, although this other man might still be in the background somewhere, it would not affect my feelings for Carol, nor must it spoil our enjoyment of each other.  After all, if she had any strong attachment to this man, then she would not have joined an introduction agency and accepted my date.

I told her of my own marriage, of how my wife and I had simply drifted apart over the years and how this resulted in our separation and subsequent divorce.  I found something very comforting about Carol’s company and it was not just sexual anticipation.

Although Carol knew the area well, she was not aware of the Water Tower, which was obviously intended as a tourist attraction.  We went up the few steps into the reception area where, after paying our entrance fee, we were each handed a small, electronic receiver which was designed to hang around our necks.  The first room we entered was darkened and, through lenses mounted in the roof of the tower, an image of the surrounding area was projected on to a horizontal white board in the centre of the room.  After looking at this for a few minutes, I pulled Carol close to me and gave her a deep, passionate kiss.  I imagined us making love in that strange room, but knew it was not a practical idea.  This was proven as we separated on hearing someone else climbing the stairs.

We then walked down some more steps to a circular room with several alcoves around its perimeter.  Through small earphones attached to our receivers, we were able to hear a different, dramatised commentary in each alcove.  We both agreed that it had been very cleverly designed and sat in every alcove, holding each other close while we listened to this potted history of Chester. The next stop after the water tower was a bar, near to the river, where Carol had an extra dry Martini and I had a whisky and soda.  The bar was not very pleasant and the service was slow, but at least it provided us with some refreshment on a warm, May day.

Eventually, we reached the end of our journey around the wall and headed back towards Carol’s car.  She drove to a car park near to the theatre and, from there we walked to a small restaurant off the first floor walk‑way so typical of Chester.  This was where I had to admit to Carol that my eyesight was not good enough to read the menu.  I felt so useless at having to ask my partner to read to me.  She did not seem to mind, but I knew that this would trigger off many questions about the extent of my vision.

Carol had asked if I would sit opposite her at the table, rather than by her side and, after a while, she asked, “Can you see me clearly, darling?”

“Yes, I can see you quite well, because the lighting in here is fairly good, but there are so many factors which determine how well I see, that it is difficult to explain.”   I knew that this was not a completely satisfactory answer, but found great difficulty in comparing vision with anyone else, since my eyesight had never been good.  From birth, I never had any vision in my right eye and that of my left had deteriorated gradually over the years through a condition known as retinitis pigmentosa.  In everybody’s eyes, there are millions of light sensitive cells on the retina.  In a person with normal eyesight, these cells are constantly dying off and being regenerated, but, in my case, no new cells are being created.  This results in a gradual blurring of vision as more ‘dead spots’ appear on the retina.  

I knew this could eventually lead to total blindness, but also knew there was no point in dwelling on this probability.  It was far preferable, I felt, to get on with life and not to let it spoil my enjoyment of the world and everything in it.  I had to accept that this unwanted inheritance would make me less attractive to women and, since I was certainly not handsome, my chances of attracting anyone were extremely remote.

This made it all the more incredible that I was now with a woman who obviously had fairly strong feelings for me.  Equally, my feelings for her were already very strong and I found her warm, attractive, good company and very desirable.  As she smiled at me across the table, I felt such a thrill and thanked God that fate had brought us together.

In making our choice from the menu, we each chose a different starter, allowing us to share them.  We sat at that table happily feeding each other, completely oblivious to anyone else in the restaurant.  Carol kept me sexually aroused for the whole of the meal, by stroking her bare toes up and down my legs.  This simple action meant so much to me that I felt quite overcome with emotion.  As with the first course, we chose different sweets with the intention of again sharing them.  When the waitress brought them, she asked who was having which sweet.  Carol and I looked at each other with a questioning smile.

The waitress understood our looks and said with a knowing smile, “Ah, you’re sharing them, are you?  We nodded in acknowledgement just as if we were two, small children and once again, spoon‑fed each other.  It would have been very obvious to anyone watching us that we were lovers, but neither of us felt the slightest inhibitions.

We had taken our time over the meal, so that we could walk straight from the restaurant to the theatre in good time for the start of the performance.  On this occasion, Carol had chosen the theatre and booked tickets.  The small theatre was quite full for the play about an Italian couple whose marriage was destroyed when the husband had an affair.  Carol commented that the theme was a bit too near the truth for comfort, but I restrained myself from asking any probing questions.  Although I was curious about her relationships, I was determined that I would let Carol tell me what she wanted and in her own time.

We did follow the play, but derived more pleasure from each other’s company.  We held each other close, petted and enjoyed the occasional passionate kiss.  The fact that the people around us could see our obvious displays of affection for each other did not bother us at all.

After the show, we walked around Chester for just a little while and then returned to Carol’s car.  It was ten‑thirty and Carol had booked a taxi for eleven o’clock, to take me home.  We decided to take advantage of the remaining time to enjoy each other within Carol’s car.  Since we were in a car park in the centre of Chester, there was a limit to what we could get up to without being observed, but, short of actual intercourse, we took full advantage of the time available to us.  Carol had very sensitive breasts and derived great enjoyment, as indeed I did, from holding each other close, bare breasts to bare breasts.  As I fondled her, she sighed with erotic pleasure and said, “Oh, darling, I want you to do that all night.  As soon as we can have the whole night together, please do that for me.”

These words were both surprising and magical to my ears.  The thought of spending the whole night with Carol increased my excitement and I replied, “I will, my darling, I will.”   The experience of being so intimate in a car and, in what really was a public place, was yet another first for me.  As a middle‑aged man, as I had to admit I was, I was now experiencing what most teenagers took for granted, many of them going the whole way within their car.  I still had difficulty in believing that this was really happening to me.  It must be a beautiful dream from which I had yet to wake up at some stage and, yet, everything was so real.  The warmth of Carol’s slender body, her deep, intense kisses, the darkness of the night, the sound of people walking nearby was all too realistic to be just a dream.

That thirty minutes passed far too quickly and, when my taxi arrived, we gave one last, lingering kiss and then parted company.  On the journey home, I ran through all the events of that day over and over in my mind.  I knew that my feelings for Carol were getting stronger with each meeting, each kiss and each touch.  Was it sexual or something much deeper?  I had not set out to fall in love and certainly never expected to fall so quickly.  Everything about Carol felt so right.  She was slim, petite, intelligent, very warm hearted and had many interests in common with me.  I realised that it must be love when I found that she was constantly in my thoughts from awakening in the morning until falling asleep last thing at night.  I looked forward even to the sound of her voice on the telephone.  It had such warmth and sincerity that I could never tire of hearing her voice.

Before I met Carol, I had booked to go to Paris for a short holiday and now wished I had not.  I asked Carol if she would be able to go with me, but I knew what the answer would be.

“I can’t, love.  There’s no way I can leave the children ‑ not for that length of time.”

Occasionally, the children did stay with Carol’s ex‑husband, Alan, but that was usually for only one night.  “You go on your holiday, darling, and we’ll see each other soon after you get back.”

The following Friday, I took a taxi to Manchester Airport and made my way to the information desk.  Since I was now unable to read signs and notices, I had discovered that the best way to enjoy a holiday, was to inform the airport of the potential difficulties and they would provide assistance.  I hated drawing attention to myself and my visual impairment, but, if it was done with a little sensitivity, a personal courier through the airports was, by far, the best solution.  This type of assistance did not mean that security was relaxed and I was thoroughly frisked as I was passing through the area where hand luggage is checked.  I did not mind this, since they had taken my word for it that I had anything wrong with my eyes.  My escort, a pretty young woman, chatted quite happily as we went through the airport and she did not leave me until I was safely in my seat on the DC‑10.  Throughout the short, uneventful flight, the stewardesses were attentive and helpful.  I did realise that, if Carol had gone with me, none of this special treatment would have been provided, but I would have forsaken it all for the chance to be with her.  I knew that a few, romantic days in Paris with Carol would have been perfect, but this was not to be possible.

At Charles De Gaulle airport, another pretty, young escort joined me at the aircraft and made the process of passing through customs and baggage collection so easy.  She spoke English with a delightful accent and I felt in a good holiday mood, ready for whatever the next few days had in store for me.  She found a taxi to take me to my hotel and wished me a pleasant holiday.

I had never been to France before and could not speak the language, but had bought a ‘When in France’ cassette a few weeks earlier.  The few words and phrases I had learned in that short space of time would, I hoped, be sufficient to make myself understood and find my way around.  This was based on the assumption that many French people could speak English.  My expectations, however, were a little bit too high and only the occasional person, such as the hotel receptionist, was willing to converse in my native language.

This did make things a little more difficult, since I had to rely on my memory rather than resort to phrase‑books or maps.  The hotel room was quite small and basic in terms of quality, but it served the purpose.  I vowed to myself that, if I was fortunate to take Carol to a hotel, it would have to be of much better quality.

On my first afternoon in Paris, I thought I should explore the area after settling in at my hotel.  I found a major road with many shops and cafes not far from my hotel and spent a while walking around and looking for landmarks.  When hunger gained the better of me, I chose one of the many cafes and entered, hoping that I could avoid ordering something I did not like.  As I sat at a table near the window, a waitress, wearing a brightly coloured skirt and very low‑cut blouse approached and offered me a menu. I asked if she spoke English and quickly discovered that she did not.  She soon realised that the most sensible idea would be to find someone else who could understand me.  Another similarly dressed waitress appeared from the kitchen and helped me to choose my meal using a very broken form of English.

After a quite enjoyable, though not very filling meal, I felt confident enough to walk a bit further away.  The first thing I had to do was find a large landmark.  Near to my hotel, there was a metro station and I felt that this was big enough to use.  My plan was to walk a rectangular route with the entrance to the metro forming one of the short sides.  It was when I was trying to complete the rectangle that I went wrong.  The streets in that area of Paris were anything but parallel and, as a result, unknown to me, I was getting further away from my starting point.

When I did not recognise any of the surrounding areas, I realised my mistake and felt extremely stupid at being lost on my first day in Paris.  I was not particularly worried, since I knew that I could not be a great distance from my hotel and just needed to find a taxi to get back.  Eventually, I discovered a cab, but was charged over the odds when the driver realised I was English.  I would have to be better organised for the rest of the holiday.

On the Saturday morning, a coach with a well-spoken Tourist guide collected me from my hotel and took me on a conducted tour of the main sights of Paris such as the Eiffel Tower, Arc de Triumph, Notre Dame and the usual tourist attractions.  While it was interesting, I did find the sheer volume of tourists spoiled the experience. Still, I was, myself, one of those many thousands of tourists eager to see France’s capital city, so I could not complain too much.  I had made friends with an American on the coach and found it useful to stay with him if only to make certain that I could find my way back to the coach.

In the afternoon, I went shopping with a mission in mind.  Whatever else I did while in France, I was determined to buy a present for Carol.  She was constantly in my thoughts and I missed her desperately. I really wanted to give her something which she could treasure for many years.  When I became lost the day before, I had noticed a large shopping area, but this time I made certain I could retrace my route.  I found a shopping arcade in a building which housed a metro station and spent a while scouring the area for the right type of store.

After a difficult time, trying to determine which kind of shops I was passing, I found a little lingerie shop called ‘Sylva’ and nervously entered.  I felt certain that someone here would speak English, but to my dismay, found this not to be the case.  I felt that my limited knowledge of the language was insufficient and left the shop empty‑handed.  Thinking that I might stand a better chance in a department store, I walked a few blocks away, making a careful mental note of the numbers of crossings and corners.  I found a huge store and felt certain they would have a lingerie section.  The thing I did not anticipate was the size of the shopping complex I had just entered.  It was spread over several blocks, each connected by high‑level enclosed bridges.  This made the task of finding what I wanted even more difficult and I had visions of getting lost within this marble and glass maze.  Worse still, I could not find any assistants who spoke English.  After a while of walking along endless passageways, I gave up and decided to leave the store.  I still do not know whether it was good luck or management, but I succeeded in finding the entrance door from which I had started my tour.

I made my way back to Sylva’s in the hope that I could make myself understood.  When I entered the shop, I caught sight of an advert on the counter.  It was of a woman dressed only in bra and knickers.  When the young woman assistant had finished attending to her previous customer, she showed recognition at seeing this curious Englishman again.  I pointed to the knickers in the advert.  At last, she understood ‑ sign language still has its uses.  She asked, again by pointing, what colour of knickers I wished to buy.  Black was my choice.  She then spread several pairs on the counter, allowing me to make my selection.  After a few minutes of indecision, I finally chose one very sexy pair and handed them to the assistant.  She realised the importance of presentation of my purchase and spent several minutes gift wrapping the knickers.  I thanked her for her help and happily left the shop with the parcel inside a neat little carrier bag advertising Sylva’s.
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