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The lights had been turned down, to give the couples at each table a sense of privacy. They could relax, and concentrate on the person across from them. Until the bell rang, and the man had to get up and move along to the next table.

Waiting for the starting bell, and the first of her speed dates, Michelle fidgeted in her seat, unable to find that one perfect comfortable position. She settled on what felt like the best she was going to get, and told herself not to shift. At least, not whilst there was anyone across the table from her.

The bell rang, and the men started moving from the middle of the room, each toward whichever table matched his allotted number. It reminded Michelle of musical chairs, or some other children's party game. She pressed her lips together, biting a smirk straight.

Michelle was at table seven, of twelve. Man seven walked over, with what he probably thought was a swagger. He had a crisp white shirt, the wings of the collar were buttoned down, but the top button was unfastened as he wasn't wearing a tie. His trousers were black, with sharp creases. She didn't catch his shoes, but no doubt they were shiny, and lacked tread on the sole. A navy blue suit jacket finished the outfit. Michelle had the suspicion she was supposed to recognise the brands of some or all of his costume, and offer praise based upon it.

He had a handsome enough face, framed by stylishly cut hair that was just beginning to recede. Michelle couldn't, initially, work out why she had so quickly taken a dislike to him. Then she registered what he was looking at. His gaze fell in her cleavage, just above the point where her low cut top hid it from view. She just knew he had barely even looked at her face.

Maybe she should have gone with her first instinct, and picked something form fitting, but with a higher collar. But then he would just have been checking to see how well she filled it out. Same ogling, slightly different parameters. This was going to be one of the things she judged her dates on, she decided. They could glance at her cleavage, that was acceptable. But if they talked to her chest, rather than her face, like this one was bound to, then they weren't getting a tick by their number.

The Creep- Michelle had already christened him- scraped his chair back from the table. He hadn't said anything yet, and already he was annoying her intensely. "Hello there. I'm Don." he told her breasts.

"Hello." Michelle sat back, and crossed her arms across her chest. A bar on the back of her chair poked at her ribs, but she was determined to ignore the discomfort.

Denied his favoured view, Don the Creep raised his gaze to Michelle's face, annoyed. Ignoring her scowl, or simply unable to recognise it, he asked, "So what brings you here?"

Michelle was beginning to wonder just that. She had talked herself into attending because she was done with moping around. It had been nearly six months since she was dumped. Long enough that she wasn't on the rebound any more. It was time to meet some new men. Hopefully to have fun with. Ideally, to have a lot of sex, as well.

“I thought it would be nice to meet some new people. You?” Michelle offered as a response when she could think of nothing better.

Don the Creep wasn't going to be one of the men she wanted to know better, that much was obvious. As he started talking about himself without answering her question, she was already mentally scrubbing heavy lines through his number on the form showing her preferences. But there were eleven more after him. One of them- more than one, with luck- had to be interesting enough for follow up.

"Of course, my closure rate is the highest in the office. My bonus this quarter is going to be ginormous." Don the Creep was still talking. Michelle had zoned out as he started bragging about his job, and he had taken her silence as permission to go on and on. What did he sell? She couldn't remember. Did it matter? No, of course it didn't.

"That's nice." Michelle offered, when Don the Creep paused after his most recent revelation. He wanted affirmation, and, despite herself, she gave him it.

"I know, right. I'm going to put down the deposit on a Beemer. Or maybe an Audi. What do you think? Which would be better?"

Oh dear. Responding to him had been a bad idea. Now he was trying to engage her in conversation. She missed the time, moments ago, when he had forgotten that the whole point of these events was to find out about the person across the table, not just tell them how awesome you were. And she had no opinions whatsoever on cars. "I ride a bike." she replied.

"Oh, right. You're one of them." Don the Creep looked even more offended than when Michelle had hidden her cleavage from his gaze.

"One of what?"

"Cyclists. Are you one of the ones who runs red lights, or rides on the pavement?"

For a drawn out moment, Michelle didn't know how to respond. But that moment saw her annoyance at Don the Creep rising toward anger. She straightened in her seat, drawing a controlled breath ahead of laying into the idiot across the table.

The bell rang before she could get started.

Seemingly oblivious to the consternation he had just caused, Don the Creep stood, scraping the chair back again. "You've got an awesome rack, by the way. You shouldn't be covering it up like that."

Open mouthed, Michelle watched him strut away as if he was the great wit and seducer.

"Ah, hello." said a new man, now sat across from Michelle. She looked at him, confused, for a second. He had picked the chair up, placed it carefully, and not scraped it across the floor. So she hadn't heard him sit down, and had been too busy glaring at Don the Creep's back, wishing that hexes were real, and that she knew some good ones, to notice his arrival.

"Hello." Michelle's greeting was sharp. She was still annoyed. If this newcomer wasn't careful, he would hear the language Don the Creep deserved. She settled back into her cleavage covering position, and tried to relax. She should let this newcomer introduce himself, at least, before she bit off his head.

"I'm Adam." He smiled, his expression open and trying to be welcoming. He was looking at her face, as well. That was a major improvement. He had a narrow, attractive face, with very good cheek bones, icy blue eyes, and dark blonde, carefully uncontrolled, hair. She really should give him a chance, she decided.

Sitting up straight, Michelle rested her arms on the table. "Michelle." Adam's gaze had dipped, she noticed, flicking down for a quick glance, then back up to her face. That was acceptable behaviour, she decided. Leaning forward, she gestured toward Don the Creep with her thumb. "You're going to have a bad night, following him around. He's going to wind up every woman you talk to tonight." A worrying thought stopped her going into deeper, more vitriolic detail. "You don't know him, do you?"

Adam had a little grin. "Never met him before. He's my wing man." He gestured in the other direction. "Or am I his wing man? I can't remember."

Michelle glanced at the indicated wing man. He was darker than Adam, with short, black hair, and physically larger- squarer and more muscled. He may have been taller as well, but, as she had seen neither of them standing up, she couldn't be sure yet.

She was about to ask about the wing man, then remembered that she would be talking to him next, anyway. She turned back to Adam. "So, what brings you to speed dating? Was it your idea, or...?" She nodded toward the other man.

"I don't know. I think we just, sort of, came up with the plan. Probably over beer. And here we are." Adam shrugged.

"Here you are. I'll find out more about him soon enough, I guess. Tell me about yourself."

"Oh, well.... My job is very boring. So let's not talk about that." That was nice to hear, after the bragging of Don the Creep. Michelle felt that she would like to get to know Adam better.

"How boring is boring? I work in accounts. That is boring."

"I do data analysis. I find it fascinating, but I don't think anyone else does. I overcompensate by going climbing or mountain biking on the weekend."

Michelle had found a common interest, or the hint of one, at least. "I used to do more mountain biking, until I broke my bike. I’ve got a hybrid commuter now, and ride to work most days.... But I really need to get my mountain bike running again."

So they chatted about bikes, and popular local trails. Whether or not that was the right sort of subject for speed dating didn't really matter. Michelle had resolved to get her mountain bike fixed and head out for a ride, and was about to invite him along, when the bell rang.

"Well, that's me, then. Oh dear. She looks even angrier than you did." With a theatrical wince, Adam stood and headed for the next table. He was right, the next woman along appeared ready to punch someone. With luck, Don the Creep would soon be ejected for annoying the other participants.

Adam wasn't a bean pole, but Michelle estimated he was taller than her. Slim, and comfortable in his skin, she liked what she saw. His friend was taller than Adam, as she had expected, and broader and squarer. He had a Rugby player's physique, she decided, remembering crushes from when she was much younger.

It would have been nice to bring along a friend for moral support. But the lack of single friends was one of the reasons she had come to a speed dating event. It certainly felt as if everyone she knew was part of a couple, engaged, married, breeding, or some combination of them. Even her flatmate, Cassandra, was almost never around since she had started seeing the lovely Noel.

She couldn't begrudge the happiness of others, of course. But couples did, well, couple-y things, and didn't hang out with their single friends as much. Then they had kids, and barely left the house at all. Meanwhile, the pool of singles to go to the pub with grew ever smaller.

Before Michelle could get bitter about it, the wing man sat across from her. He smiled. "Hello. I'm Nick."

"I’m Michelle. Adam said you were his wing man, but he never told me your name." Michelle was trying for positive thoughts. Having a good looking man opposite her was good for positivity.

"I'm his wing man? I thought he was mine. We're going to have to have a chat about that later." Nick looked left and right. "Did you bring any support along?"

"None of them could get babysitters." Michelle almost winced at her bitchiness. She leant forward to confide, "I don't think any of my friends would be interested in this sort of thing. I just thought I'd give it a try, to see how it went."

"This is my second. Which sort of implies that the first one was a failure, I guess. How's it going so far for you?"

"Well, the first guy was an arsehole. Your wingman's got a tough job, following him. Adam was okay. How about you?"

"Oh, I'm charming. Of course."

"Of course."

And he was. Nick would be getting a tick on the sheet as well. The five minutes were up far too soon, and he left Michelle's table with a smile and a little bow.

The next man to sit across from Michelle was nice enough, but just couldn't do anything to stick in her memory. She felt sorry for him, in the vague way he inspired. He didn't want to offend, or appear to be working from a script, and was thus at a loss for words. Numbers five and six were almost as uninspiring, then there was a break for drinks.

Nursing a gin and tonic, Michelle stood on the edge of the group at the bar, wishing she was better at mingling. Looking around, she was reassured to see how many of the other attendees appeared nervous, wondering if they could, or should start conversations now.

Of course there were also a few of those annoying types, who found it far too easy to start conversations with strangers, and always gathered a little crowd. Michelle had to wonder what they were doing at an event like this in the first place. Couldn't they just go to a bar and get down to the business of flirting without having to pay the entry fee for speed dating?

At least Don the Creep was being actively ignored, edged out to the other end of the bar, and with the people nearest facing away from him. There was a horrible moment when Michelle thought he might have made eye contact with her when she looked at him. She turned away quickly, before he took it as an invitation to talk at her again.

Adam was beside her, appearing seemingly from nowhere with a sideways step. "I've not had to talk to him, but I'm as annoyed with that guy as you are." he confided.

"So he hasn't got any better, then. He's still pissing off every woman just before you get to talk to them?"

"Not everyone has been as.... Restrained as you when they've told me about him. Oh, and Nick says I'm his wing man. I'm still not sure."

"You're my wing man. Maybe next time, we can flip the roles." Nick had arrived just in time, with beer for Adam and himself. "Is it rude to ask who you've ticked on your list so far?" he asked Michelle.

"Terribly rude. I may un-tick you for doing so."

"Help me out here, wing man." Nick turned to Adam, clasping pleading hands around his beer glass.

"Oh no, I wouldn't want to interfere. I might get taken off the nice list as well."

"Wise man." Michelle saluted Adam with her glass. Was this conversation in danger of becoming flirty? And, if so, with which one of these two men?

The bell rang before Michelle had to worry any more about where the conversation was going. "Good luck with all those angry women." she said to Adam. To Nick, she added, "Be nice to your wing man, and I might add you back onto the list." She saluted them with her G&T again, then returned to her table.

The break had reinvigorated the room, it seemed. The first of the new batch of men felt at least as charming as Nick. She was definitely going to tick his box, she thought, as he walked off. She had to bite back a laugh as she decided this was a great innuendo.

The drop off in quality, or perhaps enthusiasm, was more marked than in the first round, though. Everyone had met several new people already, and the experience was getting close to saturation point. It didn't help that Michelle's eighth date stared at her chest just as blatantly as Don the Creep had. He at least tried to hold a conversation, but it was obvious he was distracted, and that put her off the effort of holding up her end of it.

The ninth date was politer. Enough so that Michelle felt she should give him the benefit of the doubt and tick him as well. The last three, though, were just going through the motions. To be fair, by this point, so was she.

The bell rang on the final round, and everyone stood to leave. Michelle wondered if she should seek out one of the men she knew she was going to choose, and carry on their conversation. But she didn't want to, potentially, invade their personal space. Which was one of the fears that kept her from starting more conversations in everyday life, and led to the situation where she had to come to a speed dating event to meet new people.

Just thinking her way through this had been too much for her frazzled brain, so she knew she wasn't up to conversing anyway. She wandered over to a window, and looked outside. The drizzle that had been threatening earlier had arrived. It washed the colour from the town, and weighed down all the shoppers as it coated them with damp.

"Well, that looks nice." said someone right beside her. She was so wiped out that she barely twitched at the surprise. Nick was looking out of the same window, checking the weather as well. Unlike Michelle, he wasn't dressed for it. His jacket was wool, and certainly not waterproof.

Michelle couldn't immediately think of a reply. She smiled, and checked that her coat was buttoned up. "I think your wing man is waiting for you." she said when she spotted Adam.

"Best not leave him hanging around. He is giving me a lift home, after all. Do you have a lift arranged? I could ask, if you're going the same direction as us."

Michelle shook her head. "No, that's okay. I've got some shopping to do. There should still be somewhere I can get milk and dinner open, even at this time of night." She didn't ask what direction Adam and Nick would be going in. Starting that conversation could too easily end up with her accepting a lift. It wasn't that she didn't trust them. More that she was socialised out, and not up to holding another conversation with them. She was worried she'd say something stupid through tiredness, and undo any good impression she had made on them earlier.

Nick had led the way across the room toward Adam, and Michelle had followed. They stood by the door, each waiting for one of the others to say something. Michelle decided she would be the one to force the issue. She held out a hand. "Well, this was interesting. I'll see you later."

Adam took her hand and shook it. "Is that a promise?"

"Well, maybe one of you. I'm not going to give away which of you was really the wing man." Michelle shook Nick's hand. "I've got to get off. Bye." She gave a little wave, felt silly about it, and turned to walk away.

She was definitely going to tick both of them. She had already decided that. The question was, which of them would choose her in return?

* * *
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"What if they both choose you when they're filling out their lists?" Cassie asked.

"I don't think that will happen. I mean.... I wonder what would happen if they both chose me?" Michelle twisted a grape from the bunch, and rolled it around the inside of her mouth as she did some more, quiet, wondering. Pushing it between her teeth with the tip of her tongue, she slowly bit down until the skin tore, then quickly chewed it into little bits. "I guess I could go on dates with each of them. Then, maybe, choose between them."

"Maybe choose between them? How many dates do you think you’d need to make up your mind? And do you think you could run two men at once for that long?" Cassie reached across and stole a smaller bunch from Michelle's grapes. She popped two into her mouth, and grinned as Michelle went a light red.

"I mean.... I would choose one of them, of course. I'd have to be gentle about it. But, really, that's getting ahead isn't it? I don't even know that either of them will choose me. Or if any of them will."

"No pessimism. You're going to get all twelve of them wanting to see more of you." Cassie reached over to nab more grapes, and Michelle gently smacked the back of her hand.

"Get your own grapes. There's still a big bunch left in the kitchen, you know." Despite her words, Michelle tore off another small bunch and handed it to Cassie. "And I don't want all twelve of them picking me. Particularly not the first guy. Total creep. He stared at my boobs the whole time. Or tried to, anyway. I'm surprised he didn't get a slap, if he carried on like that with everyone."

"But, you'll only be matched with the ones you tick who also ticked you, right? That's how it works, isn't it?" Michelle nodded at Cassie's question. "So, how many are you going to tick? Including the duo who were each other's wing men?"

"Erm.... Four, I reckon. Adam and Nick, and Ben, and.... I've forgotten his name, but I put a tick by his number on the form they gave me last night, so I should follow through on it." What had been his name? It would probably come back to her in the middle of the night. So long as she remembered before she got an email with his name on it, that would be okay.

"You're going to be busy."

"I hope so. I mean.... Well, it's about time I had a go at meeting people again. I've wasted too long feeling sorry for myself. Time to get back on the horse. Or whatever. Maybe that was a bad analogy." Michelle fed herself another grape, if only to gag herself and halt the flow of thought.

"Attagirl. We're going to finish these, easy. Should I go and get the rest of the bunch?" Cassie headed for the kitchen.

"Of course, I wouldn't have to go looking for men if only Noel had a brother. Or you'd introduce me to his friends." Michelle called after her flatmate.

"You've met Steve. He likes you."

"Steve's gay. My cleavage is powerful against straight men, but it's not magical. And all his other friends I've met are in couples."

"Almost all of our friends are in couples. That's the way it goes. Here." Cassie handed Michelle half the remaining grapes, keeping the rest for herself.

"So is this the one night this week I get to see you? Are you going to be at Noel's place for the rest of it? I should have got wine, instead of grapes."

"I'm going to be at Noel's for the rest of the week, yes. Megumi arrives from Japan on Friday. Her plane gets in at something past seven in the morning, and we're going to meet her and.... Sort of get her acclimatised." Cassie had a little smile.

"This is the woman you worked with in Japan?"

"Yeah. My desk was right beside hers for the whole time I was over there. Now she's coming here to do the same thing that I did. It feels strange, thinking I get to see her again soon." Cassie had started rolling a grape around her finger tips, teasing it. She tossed it into her mouth.

"Do I get to meet her?"

"If you're not too busy shagging all these new men you're meeting. Me and Noel have volunteered to be her, erm, tourist guides whilst she's here. So we'll be taking her out lots and introducing her to pubs and people."

"Just so long as you don't go introducing her to any single men you've been hiding from me."

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
.
//~ V7 L &
9 _/&yfﬁ/ J





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





