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For Mum


This is a true story.

Some names, identifying characteristics and time sequences

have been changed simply to protect anonymity


INTRODUCTION

DOUBLE STANDARDS

WHY I SHAG ON THE FIRST DATE

Well, that was four hours of my life that I’ll never get back.

My date tonight was a very cute thirty-six-year-old English screenwriter, and I was dressed to kill in a tight black dress and the kind of four-inch heels that were meant to be worn horizontally rather than vertically.

After discussing the mechanics of everything from South Park to string theory over two bottles of wine at Les Trois Garcons in east London, he dropped the ‘So, how many people have you slept with?’ bomb. I tried to be vague, but he insisted that honesty was very important to him.

‘No, really, tell me,’ he pleaded, putting his hand on my knee. ‘I’ll bet I can guess, six?’ In a moment of temporary insanity, I forgot that for men, the only ‘honest’ answer about sexual history involves the phrase, ‘Yes, you’re the biggest and best I’ve ever had!’

‘Add a zero to that number, honey, and you’ll be in the ballpark.’ I smiled sweetly, involuntarily raising my left eyebrow.

‘Are you serious?’ He paled visibly. After too much red wine, the looming taxidermy on the wall was beginning to look rather sinister. Even the dead moose appeared to be judgemental.

‘I don’t know why you sound so surprised. I mean you are talking to a girl who just spent the afternoon fellating an aubergine.’ I explained that I’d had an oral sex masterclass as part of my research for an upcoming column, and threw in what I thought were a few amusing anecdotes.

But he didn’t even try to laugh; instead, he paid the bill and fled into the night.

Back at home, I pulled on my writing uniform – the torn, drawstring-waist tracksuit pants that I’ve had for the past decade with ‘Rock Star’ printed in tiny rhinestones on the back, fuzzy leopard-print house slippers whose soles are starting to peel off and a Hanes paper-thin men’s cotton tank top.

Judging by my emails, most readers like to imagine that a sex columnist would lounge around in a red silk negligee and furry, high-heeled, slip-on mules. But I save my risqué outfits for dates. Not that any of my underwear got a workout tonight. Some readers even refer to me as a ‘posh tart’, which I find hilarious since, as an American living in London, I’m actually an outsider. I’m from the Deep South, so I spent my childhood playing near trailer parks, not polo fields.

I headed to the refrigerator in search of a Diet Coke. As usual, we’ve got slim pickings in our kitchenette – two unopened bottles of champagne from a recent film after-party, a half-eaten jar of Nutella and a loaf of wheat-free bread that looks as if it’s growing a winter coat.

Our kitchen is a culinary wasteland. Last week, in a moment of optimism, I decided to heat ready-made soup. The stove wouldn’t fire up, so I had to call the gas-man. He got a good laugh out of the fact that I had lived here for six months without realising that the gas wasn’t connected.

‘Hey, baby. How did the date go?’ My flatmate Victoria, who’s also my best friend, was curled up on the couch watching Dangerous Liaisons. In the buttery light from our living room lamp, I could see why people mistake Victoria for my sister: she’s five years older, and has the same full lips, hazel eyes and dark hair except that she’s five foot two and curvy, and I’m five foot ten and still stuffing my bra.

Sitting down next to her, I told her about my date’s disappearing act, because I knew that she would tell me if I’d been at fault. Victoria is the ‘fat trousers’ friend who I’ll ask for an opinion before I buy because, with both clothes and men, she’s brutally honest. I love her for the fact that she isn’t afraid to tell me the truth.

‘God, that’s so stupid,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘I can’t believe that there are guys out there who are still so scared of a woman with a bit of experience. She paused. ‘Then again, maybe women are to blame as well. I’ve known girls who would go home with a guy they’d slept with before just to avoid upping their numbers. What kind of warped moral logic is that?’

‘I know! I read in the New Scientist that the national average was nine partners. But the interesting thing is, once the women knew they were attached to a lie detector, they doubled their numbers.’

‘Well, Cat, there is an old saying: “women halve their number, and men double it”. And you have to admit, there is a definite double standard. A woman who has loads of sexual partners is still seen as a slapper, while guys who hook up constantly are considered studs.’

‘I think that’s crazy. We’ve had the sexual revolution – women should feel free to date and have sex like men. Men have always been permitted to sleep around until they find “The One” so why do women still have to feel sensitive about “The List”?’

‘You’re right,’ Victoria said. But then a cheeky smile spread across her face: ‘though to be honest, I’m occasionally tempted to edit some things out. Like I don’t really add anything that lasted under 30 seconds to my list.’

I laughed as we started to debate what else ‘doesn’t really count’. Mutual masturbation in the back of a cab? Unreciprocated oral sex? Women?

Then there’s the fact that my memory gets fuzzier with time. These days I tend only to remember the really good, the really bad and the really bizarre.

Victoria echoed my thoughts: ‘It’s getting harder to keep track as I get older. Have you ever tried to make a list of everyone you’ve ever shagged, as research or something?’

I giggled. ‘That’s what I do instead of counting sheep.’

‘You still can’t sleep? Cat, let me give you some pills. I’m sure I’ve got some knocking around in my handbag somewhere.’ Victoria is a walking pharmacy, but she knows that I don’t even take paracetamol. Caffeine is my drug of choice.

‘No thanks,’ I told her. ‘I’ve got to push through this. When my body needs sleep, it will get it. Then again, that’s what I said about sex.’

‘Whatever, darling. See you in the morning, then?’

I blew her a kiss and went into my closet-sized bedroom, allowing my mind to wander. I was disappointed about tonight. But it wasn’t the first time that my sexual frankness had got me into trouble.

I still remember my first sexual fantasy, which happened when I was five years old while my teacher was reading the Cinderella fairy tale in class.

Always a precocious child, I waited until she got to the ‘and they lived happily ever after’ part to raise my hand and ask, ‘So does that mean they are going to take their shirts off and get into bed to kiss?’ She made me sit in the corner and called me a bad girl, which I also quite enjoyed.

A few days after that, my best friend Whitney and I found ourselves in a standoff over Barbie dolls. ‘I want the dream house,’ she said, ‘because my Barbie is married and has three children.’

‘Fine,’ I shot back. ‘My Barbie is rich and famous and has two Kens, so I only want the Corvette.’ I’m afraid that, like my miniature plastic counterpart, not much has changed for me since then. Whitney’s Barbies baked cookies and sang songs. My Barbie dolls spent most nights in a pornographic tableau despite the absence of discernible genitalia. As for Rock Star Ken, I always suspected that his tight shiny pink shirts and studded earrings conveyed homo-erotic undertones.

I fished out a mauled Marlboro Light from the bottom of my handbag, and was about to start on this week’s column, but first I cracked open the window and attempted to check out my hot neighbour with amazing pecs. Fortunately for me, he tends to walk around shirtless. Unfortunately, he’s had the bad manners to put up curtains. Spoilsport. I curled up under the duvet with my laptop and began to type.


I read somewhere that men think about sex every seven seconds. This sounds about right to me, because I’m so often horny that I end up having sex on the first date. So do several of my girlfriends.



Some people are horrified by women admitting to the hedon­istic pursuit of pleasure for its own sake. Yet most of my male friends seem to think that they will sleep around and have adventures until the right girl comes along. So why should women be any different?

Which is why I was so surprised to see the results of a recent University of Sheffield study that said nine out of ten women believe that casual sex is immoral. Apparently, single women rarely have sex for physical pleasure, but rather as a result of their quest to meet a long-term partner.

But why do the two have to be mutually exclusive? With a few exceptions, most of my serious relationships have started out as one-night stands where the chemistry between us was too great to ignore.

I’ve never understood those people who say, ‘It all comes down to compatibility and good conversation’ when it comes to finding a soulmate. Of course I want those things, but I also need passion, love and gut-wrenching, mind-blowing orgasms. On the occasions when I click with someone mentally, I would rather find out on date two than date twenty that we’re not sexually compatible. If I just want a sympathetic ear, I’ll ring my mum.

Still unable to sleep, I called my friend Michael, a fellow night owl, to get some insight. Michael and I hooked up several times early in our friendship, which I think made us much better friends, because we got the sexual tension out of the way early. I trust his judgement about men completely, because as a political journalist he has to constantly determine the meaning behind politicians’ words. He’s a serial monogamist who lately seems to have been leaving a long time between girlfriends, because his standards are so exacting.

‘It’s premature intimacy that’s the problem, not premature nakedness,’ he said. ‘If I’m into a girl, I’m going to call her again, period. I don’t like people who set up artificial barriers; I think the whole “Ooh, I can’t do it on the second date but on the third is fine” is bullshit. It shows that she doesn’t have enough self-confidence, which is the real turn-off. But, Cat, it’s almost 2:00 a.m.; are you sure this is just about an article?’

I had to laugh, because even though I’d only mentioned the piece, he knew me well enough to guess that something was up.

I exhaled slowly, and dropped my cigarette butt into the remnants of my soda can. ‘Okay, well, I had another bad date tonight.’

‘What happened this time?’

‘He asked me how many people I slept with, and I was honest. Do you think it’s a deal-breaker?’

‘Frankly, Cat, I don’t see how it’s any of his business.’

‘That’s what I thought! But I guess I’m just wondering when I’m going to find a man who can handle me. I mean, I’m smart, funny and reasonably attractive, so why is the fact that I can deep-throat an aubergine a hindrance?’

‘Well, I can tell you that the thought of you sexually molesting a vegetable is a serious turn-on for most of the male population. I think it’s probably more about him than you; you know, the idea that some guy somewhere along the line is better than him.’

‘You have a point,’ I admitted, thinking back to an ex-boyfriend who found out that I once dated a semi-famous Manhattan photographer known as The Horse, and not for his equestrian abilities. I never heard the end of it.

‘Then again, sleeping with a sex columnist is a bit intimi­dating, kind of like performing open-heart surgery on a cardiologist,’ he continued. ‘Maybe men are afraid of your experience. Or the fact that you’re this feisty, outspoken American who also happens to be very tall in heels. The combination is pretty terrifying.’

‘It cuts both ways, you know. I sometimes worry that they are going to expect me to morph into some kind of sexual superwoman.’

He laughed. ‘Well, sweetheart, I think you kind of are. You’re definitely, shall we say, very imaginative.’

I stifled a giggle as I looked down at my faded grey tank top and baggy tracksuit.

‘Yeah, right, I’m looking seriously hot now,’ I laughed as I made a face at myself in the mirror. My hair was messily piled on top of my head in a faux-denim scrunchie that hadn’t seen the light of day since the mid eighties.

‘Anyway, if I am considered hot, I deserve to be after the crap I took in primary school. The cheerleaders were all so cute, and I looked like some kind of freak.’

That was putting it mildly: in a school where the kids’ idea of fashion was wearing a shirt that had buttons, I wore mesh tops and silver ballet flats. I was teased mercilessly, and nicknamed Alien Girl because of my height and wide-spaced eyes.

‘You’re lucky babe, you bypassed the “cute” stage completely and went straight from being an ugly duckling to sex kitten,’ he said. ‘I’ll bet those cheerleaders all weigh twenty stone, have five kids and live in trailer parks right now.’

I laughed. ‘Thanks, Michael. I’ll talk to you tomorrow, okay?’

‘Sure thing. Sweet dreams.’

Fat chance. On the rare occasions when I actually do sleep I have incredibly vivid dreams. Which wouldn’t be so bad, except that lately they are erotic dreams, about Gordon Brown. I shudder to think what fucked-up things must be happening in my subconscious to bring that on.

So I pulled out a yellow legal pad and tried to make a list of all my previous shags. The earliest entries were highly detailed, while later ones were full of holes (‘Number 24: Jon or Joe?? Photographer With Nice Teeth). My eyes soon blurred, and I debated whether to download some Internet porn, but I’m paranoid about giving my credit card number out online and inviting tons of spam.

Besides, the media players giving free previews aren’t that compatible with my Mac, and I feared I would end up with a bunch of jerky footage of thirty-five-year-old ‘teenagers’ having ‘first-time’ lesbian experiences. At that time of night, I usually preferred online erotic stories, which I have put neatly into labelled folders on my laptop: straight, gay, group, etc. But not tonight – I was too tired for any elaborate fantasies.

So I licked my fingers and slid my hand between my legs to massage my clitoris in quick deliberate pulses. The thought of my neighbour, peeping through his curtains to watch me, getting hard and moving his hands down his rippled stomach to stroke his cock, watching me watching him, did the trick. It only took about ninety seconds.

Lying in bed afterwards, recovering, I thought about how much I’ve learned since I came to the UK and began the sex column, and how each date – the good, the bad and the ugly – has taught me more about what I want in a partner.

It’s been an emotional and physical rollercoaster, but what doesn’t kill me will ultimately make me stronger. And it’s going to take a lot more than an idiot like the one tonight to break me.

It would be fantastic if any of my casual partners turned out to be the love of my life. But if not, I’ll still respect them all in the morning.

As I drifted off to sleep, I spurned Gordon’s invasion of my REM sleep and started thinking about how my career as a sex columnist began.



ONE


Like many things in life, my sex column in the Independent began with an ending. However much most people claim to hate clichéd break-up lines, there has to be a reason why ‘It’s not you, it’s me’ has become as ubiquitous a relationship catchphrase as ‘I love you’. I found this out the hard way the day my ex-boyfriend Patrick kicked me to the kerb.


I’ve never been a great believer in the quintessentially female idea of ‘closure’. But the trick to surviving what I call the ‘relationship exit interview’ is to focus not on what your partner is saying, but on whatever it is they are trying to hide.


Unfortunately, for most of us, the phrase ‘I need some space’ generally ends with ‘to sleep with other people’. Likewise, ‘We need to slow down’ is missing the ending, ‘so I can keep my options open, in case somebody more interesting/hotter/richer comes along’. This isn’t always a bad thing; in fact telling a white lie to help initiate a break-up can often save the dumpee a lot of time and heartache.


But Patrick was different, or so I thought. We based our relationship on ‘absolute honesty’, which was why I agreed to move in with him after a whirlwind five-month courtship – even though I was still living in Manhattan at the time and he worked in the City as a banker.


I’d recently given up my job as a New York gossip columnist and for ages I’d been flirting with the idea of relocating to London permanently. I figured that with my years of journalistic experience, landing a job, or at least a work experience placement, couldn’t be that difficult. In the past few months I’d started flying back and forth looking for openings.


In retrospect my career judgement at that time was almost as poor as my judgement in men. My efforts in London hadn’t exactly been going swimmingly: the Independent had shown an interest in the stories I’d sent them but I’d only sold them one piece so far, and my last work experience placement (which I soon discovered was codespeak for ‘slave labour’), at The Times, came to a screeching halt after I screwed up an arts guide by listing a Kevin Spacey play one year too late. ‘It was only sixteen words, and I still managed to fuck it up,’ I had said when they dismissed me.


So I had continued to supplement my income by taking freelance assignments back in New York, the latest of which was writing entries for a fashion guide. Every day, I would trek through Manhattan, then run up huge phone bills on late-night calls to Patrick to talk about our future together.


Finally, I felt ready to take him up on his offer. I packed my stuff and got ready for the adventure of a lifetime.


But two days before I was due to fly to London for good, he sent me an email to say that he ‘didn’t feel that we were on the same path’ and never wanted to see me again. Clearly lacking a sense of irony, Patrick insisted that we meet one last time at the Bleeding Heart pub in Farringdon, where he would explain why he wanted to split.


I was in a state of shock, but nonetheless I cringe when I remember my pathetic selection of clothing that day. For women, there is only one relationship ensemble more monumental than the first date: the break-up outfit.


Legs shaved, bikini line waxed, and eyebrows plucked into perfection, I squeezed my size 8 frame into a black pencil skirt that I knew he loved, with a white off-the-shoulder silkscreen print Blondie T-shirt, my distressed leather biker jacket and four-inch Christian Louboutin stilettos. Underneath I was wearing my lace La Perla corset in anticipation of a best-case scenario.


‘I don’t feel the same way about our relationship as I did and I think it’s best if we call it a day,’ he’d written. This was in no way ambiguous, but I guess somehow I hoped that he would rush in, claim temporary insanity for the email, sweep me into his arms and declare, ‘What was I thinking?’


However, one look at the bright lighting and strained faces of the couples around me told me that there would be no reconciliation: the Bleeding Heart was a place where relationships came to die. The room was cosy enough to ensure that I wouldn’t raise my voice and ‘make a scene’, yet the tables were sufficiently wide to prevent me from scratching his eyes out, or whatever men imagine women do in the face of a break-up.


I arrived fifteen minutes early, hoping to have downed half a dirty martini and smoked a stealthy cigarette to steady my nerves before he came in. But Patrick was already sitting at a corner table, tie loosened, looking slightly dishevelled but gorgeous. He appeared to be sending a text.


He attempted to stand up when our eyes met, but his knee slammed the bottom of the table and he sucked in his breath, sharply, then gave me a perfunctory kiss on the cheek. ‘Hi, Cat, um, can I get you a drink?’ he said, sliding his mobile into his pocket.


‘What are you having?’ I asked, trying to keep my tone light even though my voice was shaking. Despite my rock-star façade, I was a nervous wreck.


‘A tomato juice,’ he said flatly. For a half-Irish bloke who drinks Guinness like water, this was not a good sign.


‘I’ll have a vodka tonic, please. Better make it a double.’ I sat down and took off my wraparound sunglasses, trying to steady my trembling hands. Unlike most of my friends, I prefer comfort drinking to comfort eating in the face of adversity. I tend to overthink everything, so in trying times I use booze to deaden my brain against the pain.


The trick to keeping the buzz going is to stay at exactly the right level of inebriation to stay merry not morose, which for me is usually about three drinks. Any more than that and I’m crying in the toilets or sitting on top of someone random. It’s a delicate balance.


Once he returned with my cocktail, sat down and fixed his gaze on me, I wasted no time. ‘Is there someone else?’ I asked, fighting back tears. I was not going to cry. I wasn’t going to give him that satisfaction. ‘I can understand if there is. In fact, I think it might help me accept why this happened.’


He sighed and loosened his tie further. ‘God, I only wish it was that simple,’ he said, cagily casting his eyes downward, his hand wrapping around the viscous red liquid. I had always loved Patrick’s hands. My friends swear by the size of a man’s feet, but I could never look at his long, thick fingers without imagining them sliding inside me, stretching me out. ‘I don’t think you have any idea how hard this is for me.’


‘Hard for you? You begged me to move in with you for months, then after I quit my job in New York, left my apartment and was two days away from flying here, you tell me that I have nowhere to live? What were you thinking? Do you even care?’


My heart was racing, and despite the seriousness of the situation I could feel myself tingling down below. Even if we don’t patch things up for good, I was thinking, the make-up sex would be amazing. It must have been my blood pumping and the booze, lulling me into thoughts of a temporary reprieve. I kept rattling on about work, manically, because I knew that the minute there was a pause in conversation the end would come and the pain would be too much to bear. Besides, Victoria didn’t get off until seven-thirty, and had no spare set of keys. Even though we’d only met for the first time three weeks ago, at the hairdresser, she had kindly looked after me in my moment of need and was letting me stay at her flat.


It was either this, or crying in a Starbucks wedged between tourists with rolling suitcases. It sucked to be homeless.


I was also thinking that I might never get to fuck him again, and I wasn’t sure when I’d have chemistry that good with anyone else. Part of the bitch of breaking up is the laziness that comes with being a couple, when you know each other’s sexual preferences and are completely in sync. The thought of investing that kind of energy and time in someone else, after getting kicked to the kerb, was daunting. I felt nauseous.


He sighed. ‘I did that because, frankly, I thought you might stay in New York after I sent that email.’


This made me angrier than anything he’d said so far. He knew that I’d wanted to move to London since I came here aged fourteen with my school choir, and managed to ditch the adults and go to my first pub. I fell in love for the first time in the UK; not with a man, but with the drinking culture. And while writing about the Oscars had been fun, I was starting to get seriously bored with doing stories about celeb­rities and their rather frivolous concerns. I had frivolous concerns of my own.


I realized that if I stayed where I was, one day I would be forty-five, still regurgitating pop culture crap and trying to analyse the decline of D-list popstars’ marriages. I knew that I had to leave New York to get away from it all. I didn’t know a soul in London, but that had never stopped me before. I love a challenge.


‘Patrick, I’ve been talking about moving to London for a year now. Since before I met you. Why would you think I would change my plans?’


‘Because, well . . . what is it that you want to do here?’


I saw him sneak a glance at his phone. Was he meeting someone else? Was it that petite blonde who sat next to him at work, the one he’d always insisted was ‘just a friend’? I was probably being paranoid. Then again, what difference did it make? ‘I kind of thought you were moving for me. I mean, it’s not like your unpaid work experience is going that well.’


I felt like I’d been slapped. At twenty-seven I had found it difficult to be demoted from mingling with celebrities as co-writer of a trendy New York gossip column to brewing cups of tea for a grumpy Times editor who told me constantly he wasn’t sure if I had the ‘feel’ for features, before dismissing me over the Kevin Spacey debacle.


I took a deep breath. ‘Well, I really want to write a sex column for a national newspaper. The Independent have been very receptive to all the ideas I’ve sent them, and I’ve had one piece published. I’m hoping that a staff position will open up. I just have to be tenacious and make sure that I’m in the right place at the right time. Whenever that is.’


‘See, that’s what I’m talking about, Cat,’ he said, exasperated. ‘I can’t go out with someone who has her head in the clouds the entire time. A national newspaper column? Some of us have to have realistic dreams.’


Fuck this, I thought.


He was allowed to dump me, but not to doubt me professionally. How dare he? ‘I have to go to the loo,’ I blurted out, because I knew that I wasn’t going to be able to hold back the tears much longer. I flung open the door, walked up to the sink and started my primary school trick of giving myself a mirror pep talk. ‘You are a rock star,’ I kept repeating, steadying myself against the crumbling brick wall while dabbing at my mascara and trying to regulate my breathing. ‘You are a rock star, and he is an idiot.’


‘You okay, love?’


I spun around and saw a tall, lean, shaggy-haired rocker boy leaning against a urinal. In my haste to flee the scene, I must have stumbled into the men’s bathroom. Great. This night just kept getting better and better.


‘Yeah, I’m fine. I’ve just been outside getting dumped, and I’m trying to psych myself up. Nothing to worry about.’


‘Someone binned you?’ he said kindly, a smile crossing his friendly, open face. ‘He must be crazy.’ He was wearing a Sex Pistols T-shirt with some artfully torn jeans. Despite myself, I forced a smile. I appreciated his, apparently sincere, incredulity that someone could end it with me.


‘Are you sure it’s over?’ he said, handing me some tissue from one of the stalls. ‘I mean, can’t you two work things out?’


I blew my nose really hard and flung the disintegrated tissue into a bin. ‘No, I think the fat lady has sung on this one. Thanks anyway, um, what’s your name? I’m Cat.’


‘Nick,’ he said, shaking my hand before we headed towards the door. But he hesitated slightly.


‘Look, this may seem a bit weird, but should I give you my number, in case you need anything?’


My mind reeled off a variety of reasons why this was a bad idea. It’s too soon. I don’t know you. You have unsightly facial hair.


But I found myself fishing through my handbag; the time lapse in finding a writing utensil told me I was well on my way to being three sheets to the wind. ‘Um, I have a pen, but no paper,’ I said, sticking my hand out. ‘Write it on the back in case I have to wash them.’ I attempted a feeble smile. He scrawled down a mobile number, and held my hand a bit longer than absolutely necessary. ‘Listen, my mates and I are going out to a rock club tonight, so feel free to give me a ring any time. And good luck, Cat.’


I followed him out of the loos, and felt my heart drop to my stomach as I went back to our table. This scene was so surreal; the last time I’d seen Patrick he had made me breakfast and kissed me goodbye before I left for the airport to go and do one last freelance assignment in New York. And he was wearing my favourite suit, maintaining the illusion of manly control that had snared me in the beginning.


Patrick and I met when I was on a trip to London, while I was still debating whether or not to take the plunge and move permanently. Since I knew almost no one in town, I had come to Amy’s, a friend of a friend’s, party alone and spent the better part of the evening talking to the birthday boy’s Italian father, while he spoke to my cleavage. My Italian is pretty much limited to Frank Sinatra tunes, so I was miming enthusiastically as I nursed a glass of wine. Normally I have no problem chatting to strangers, but the cliques at this party were difficult to infiltrate.


In New York, people tended to open with the ‘What do you do?’ line, but the girls here seemed to be bonding over where people went to school. They probably also wore elaborate hats to summer sporting events. I didn’t really fit in.


‘This party is boring,’ a baritone voice behind me whispered. ‘What do you say we go out on the terrace and share a bottle of wine?’


I whirled around to see a tall, solidly built dark-haired guy with piercing green eyes and a very posh accent hovering over me brandishing a bottle and two glasses. I wasn’t overwhelmed with passion, but I’d already found out the hard way that most British men’s idea of an approach involves furtively staring across the pub until after their twelfth pint of liquid courage, at which point they blurt out something charming like ‘Nice tits!’, and stumble outside. So I had to give him points for trying.


I touched the top of the bottle. ‘Just want to make sure it’s corked and you’re not some kind of date-rape serial killer who has severed heads in his fridge. I don’t mind dismemberment per se, but I prefer that my dates keep them in the basement. Otherwise it’s, like, totally unsanitary.’ I used my faux-Valley Girl accent and rolled my eyes.


He laughed. ‘You must be American. Well, I have to admit that I never leave the house without my Rohypnol. What would happen to my success rate? But I haven’t graduated to homicide yet.’


Hmm, cute and a sardonic sense of humour. This was starting to get interesting. Over the next hour I found out that his name was Patrick, he worked in high-risk finance, and he was in his early thirties.


Amy warned me that he had a reputation as a ‘bit of a womanizer’, which of course only made me want him more.


Back in New York, the craziness of my job meant that I was always attracted to bad-boy tattooed biker types who would never invade the neatly regimented reality of my day-to-day life. But this was a real man, with a grown-up job. I love men in suits, because I imagine stripping them off and unearthing their kinky side.


Our first date took place two nights later, where we split two bottles of champagne over a four-course dinner at Hakkasan. ‘Cat,’ he said, stroking my face in the cab, ‘why can’t I stop thinking about you?’


This is the typical ploy of average-looking men. They will spout phrases like ‘Don’t break my heart’, complete with the wounded, puppy-dog face, right until the moment you get comfortable in the relationship. The about-face is like having a finger severed by a benign-looking chihuahua.


But I fell for it. We went to an underground hip-hop club near King’s Cross where the ratio of metal detectors to patrons was frighteningly close. We wove through the sweaty throngs to the bar, where I waited until we were on the last third of our second beer before I pulled my signature move. ‘This is nice,’ I said, taking his hand and linking it through mine. ‘It’s a comfortable silence.’


‘It’s fantastic,’ he said. ‘I can’t remember when I’ve been more entertained. Really. I feel like I could talk to you all night.’


‘Well, now that you mention it . . .’ I moved my hand from the bar to his knee and leaned in conspiratorially. ‘If you were planning on asking me to come home with you, this is the perfect opportunity.’


He looked shocked, and delighted. ‘Um, of course, if you want to come back I would absolutely love that,’ he said, signalling for the bill with the international ‘miming pen writing on pad’ flourish.


We hadn’t even kissed at that point. But I’m one of those people who hates awkward transitions: I’ll always pay an entire restaurant bill rather than argue about who only had the mineral water and salad vs. the foie gras. If I left it to him, I was worried about facing the awkward ‘cheek or lip’ kissing dilemma while hailing a cab. Out of politeness, he probably would have walked away at the end of the evening for fear of offending me. But I was way too horny to let that happen.


Ten minutes later we were in a cab headed east, and his hands were headed south. I slid my legs across his lap and rested my head on his shoulder. Then we kissed, and I took his hand from my cheek and started sucking on his fingers. He moaned and I could feel his hardness beneath me. I was instantly, totally soaked: I’ve always been self-conscious of my wetness, which was already threatening to drench his lap and the seat. I didn’t let him touch me, because I felt so horny I might come right there. And I wasn’t ready for that yet. I moved my hand up his thigh, tantalizingly close, but kept teasing him.


The cab pulled up outside his east London high-rise, and his tongue became more insistent. Then I guided his hand outside my panties. ‘Can you feel how wet you’re making me?’ I whispered in his ear.


‘I can’t wait to feel you properly,’ he said, moving his fingers in gentle circles outside my underwear, driving me wild.


By the time we made it inside the door, clothes were already flying. Once our shirts were off, I asked him to get me a glass of water. While he was in the kitchen I marvelled at the neatness of his life: the Zegna and Armani suits, hanging in rows on a rail outside his walk-in closet, probably pressed by his cleaner. I wondered, even then, if my chaotic life could ever meld with his ‘if-it’s-Tuesday-it-must-be-the-pink-shirt’ existence. I envied him.


I remember wrapping my legs around him and feeling surprised at how solid and safe he felt; after grinding together for a couple of minutes he reached into the bedside drawer and pulled out a condom.


This highlights another dilemma: I had long ago mastered the art of putting on a condom without using my fingers. The prophylactic moment is critical, and some men freeze like deer caught in headlights and can wilt at the slightest interruption. I wanted to see this guy again, so I didn’t want to intimidate him with my experience. We didn’t need to break out the whips and chains for our first night together.


I decided to let him handle it, reaching my hand between his legs to fondle his balls while he slid it on. ‘You’re so hard,’ I murmured.


I’ve never really had a problem with talking dirty. It’s often just a matter of stating the obvious to add a little narrative colour, the way that boys sometimes say ‘Wow! You’re tall!’ or ‘It’s raining really hard, isn’t it?’


He pushed me back on to the bed with my knees bent over the side, parted my thighs and slid his tongue inside me, and even in my drunken state I could feel that what he lacked in technique he made up for in enthusiasm. But three drinks is normally my maximum for coming through oral sex, and even then it can take twenty minutes.


Most men don’t realize that the time to give women oral sex is after fucking them for a few minutes, after a bit of G-spot stimulation, to tip them over the edge. They treat sex like a storyboard with beginning, middle and end. But this was no time to talk about literary analogies.


So I sat up. ‘I want you inside me,’ I murmured, and he needed no further encouragement. However much I love contorting like a pretzel, the missionary position remains one of my favourites. I think it’s because I don’t have to worry about imitating the Kama Sutra, I can just lie back and let myself go.


I wrapped my legs all the way around his back and locked my ankles together (another advantage of being five foot ten) and he pushed back so that he was sitting up, watching himself plunge inside me. I’ve always been so jealous of men’s ability to see everything, since a girl could be a yoga master inside a hall of mirrors and still not get the full picture.


‘God, this is so amazing,’ he said, looking down at me. ‘You are so fucking gorgeous.’


No matter how many times I hear this line, it just never gets old. The only one that gives me the same kind of thrill is the concerned ‘You look so thin! Are you eating enough?’


Then I squeezed my legs together and threw my ankles over his shoulders, clenching the sheets between my fists as he pushed even further inside me, up to the hilt, and said that he was close to coming. ‘Do you mind if I touch myself?’ I asked him, fingering my clitoris before waiting for an answer. I guess he figured that it was a rhetorical question.


‘That is such a turn-on,’ he said, grunting and increasing the pace of his thrusts.


It mystifies me why women have such hang-ups about masturbating in front of men – they seem to love it. But I also love to watch men touch themselves . . . I massaged my clit in rhythm to his thrusts, and felt myself tighten around his cock and clench tighter until the spasms started as I came around him.


Just as my orgasm subsided, he came inside me, then we both lay back, breathing heavily, in the dark. ‘You know how you were saying earlier that, in Manhattan, you have to have a “talk” before you decide whether you’re boyfriend and girlfriend?’ he said.


‘Uh-huh,’ I said, rolling over on my stomach and involuntarily grinding my hips against the bed. I was already getting ready for the second round.


‘Well, just so there’s no confusion, I want you to be my girlfriend,’ he said. His tone of voice was gentle, but insistent. ‘I want us to be a couple.’


Even then, I could tell that this was a guy not used to taking no for an answer.


Back at the Bleeding Heart, the tirade continued. By the time Patrick got to the phrase ‘It’s not you, it’s me’, I felt nostalgic for my childhood boyfriend, who dumped me in the playground by yelling, ‘You’re dumped! You smell!’ At least he was direct.


‘Look, let me stop you right there. There’s no way to make a break-up “not personal”. If you don’t want to be with me any more, well, I’m a big girl and I can handle that. But I’d really appreciate it if you wouldn’t patronize me.’


I picked up a cocktail napkin and dabbed at the corners of my eyes, where black Kohl was pooling like ink.


‘Well, I guess there’s not much more to say here— Wait, what the hell is that?’ He had spotted the felt-tip pen scrawls on the back of my hand.


‘Oh, I ran into some guy in the bathroom who wanted to hang out with me tonight and said he was worried about me.’ Despite holding my breath, I felt a traitorous tear slide down my cheek. ‘At least someone is.’


‘Well, it certainly didn’t take you long to move on,’ he spat. ‘Do you really think that was appropriate?’ His eyes narrowed, and I saw a flash of something unpleasant lurking underneath. I had seen this look once before, and it wasn’t pretty.


Our first fight had happened after five weeks of complete bliss. We went to a party with a few of Patrick’s friends, and I began chatting to his cousin Celia. Early on, she had told me that she fancied a really hot guy with dreadlocks standing over by the bar. Holding Patrick’s hand, I told her that she should go talk to him. ‘He’s really cute,’ I said, ‘and it’s a birthday party, so he probably knows someone here. Go on, you’re gorgeous! He’ll totally consider himself lucky.’


‘I’m too scared,’ she whispered. ‘You’re good at this kind of thing, Cat. I think Americans are just more blunt. Would you mind approaching him for me?’


‘Sure thing,’ I said, giggling as I walked up to the guy and introduced myself as someone with a friend he should get to know better. Ten minutes later I pulled him over, triumphant, and introduced him to Celia. They started chatting, and I was truly chuffed at how well things had gone when Patrick grabbed my forearm and dragged me into a corner.


‘What the fuck were you thinking, ignoring me like that?’ he said.


I was genuinely shocked, and my mind was reeling as to what could have set him off. ‘I was just trying to hook her up,’ I began feebly. He gritted his teeth and started his lecture. ‘You are my girlfriend,’ he hissed, ‘and you were talking to that bloke who was trying to chat you up in front of all my friends—’


‘Hang on,’ I said, ‘this is insane. I came here with you, all of your friends know that. And I was just talking to him.’


Patrick’s Jekyll and Hyde act was so complete that I actually began to second-guess myself. I was pretty drunk, had I maybe been a bit flirtatious? Looking back, it’s easier for me to understand how women get sucked into emotional abuse. It starts out so innocently.


Though I was still madly in love with him, in hindsight I should have known that our relationship was doomed a couple of months after the party incident. We were in Rome on a romantic weekend, holding hands. ‘It’s so nice to be able to be with my boyfriend, holding hands on a gorgeous afternoon.’ I nuzzled next to him. ‘Somehow, I never thought that it could happen to me.’


He looked down at me and gripped a bit tighter. ‘What do you mean – didn’t you hold hands with any of your exes?’


I paused, slowing down. ‘Well, not really. I’ve never been a super-tactile person in public. But it’s nice holding hands with you.’


‘What about your ex-boyfriend, the bartender? Didn’t you ever hold hands with him?’


I could feel something shifting, and his lilting voice seemed to have an ominous undertone. But I spoke falteringly, still not comprehending how our gorgeous outing could have gone so wrong. I realize now that I was searching for the right response. Not a good sign.


‘Well, no, because he wasn’t really my boyfriend,’ I said, feeling my cheeks blush. I told myself that I had nothing to be ashamed of. This was part of my past, and had all happened way before I met Patrick.
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