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Author’s Note


‘You should write a book about dating,’ my fiancée said to me one evening, while I was putting the finishing touches to my previous book, Life . . . On A High.


‘I can’t,’ I told her. ‘I’ve used all the funny stories I know in this book.’


‘You’re not the only one who’s had dating disasters, Spalding,’ she pointed out. ‘I’ve got some you could write about. I’m sure your friends have too.’


It turns out she was right. After several wine-soaked conversations with the variety of reprobates I call my friends, I had enough material for a new book. More than enough, in fact.


It looks like finding the love of your life is filled with more pitfalls, pratfalls and problems than I’d imagined. From the stories I’ve heard over the past few months it’s frankly a miracle any relationships get off the ground at all.


Jamie and Laura aren’t real people, but the trials and tribulations they go through over the course of this story most certainly are.


This book is dedicated to everyone who’s gone through the hell of dating and tried to keep a smile on their face while doing it. It’s also dedicated to the girl that made going through it all completely worthwhile for me.


I love you with all my heart, gorgeous girl.


Nick.




Jamie’s Blog


Sunday 9 January


Oh God, her breath smells like the gates of Hell have opened . . .


This was the first thought that went through my head when I met Isobel outside the local JD Wetherspoon on Thursday night. The second was that I would be killing Jackie the moment I stepped into the office on Monday morning.


‘Oh, you should meet my friend Isobel,’ the evil, lying harridan had said over the coffee machine a couple of weeks ago. ‘She’s a lovely girl. I think you two will really get on!’


And like an idiot I’d believed her.


Jackie has a reputation for being sickeningly positive and upbeat about almost everything, so I should have known her assessment of Isobel’s character would be way off the mark. Jackie would have probably got on quite well with Hitler if he hadn’t talked much about that whole Jewish thing, and instead concentrated on celebrity love triangles.


I chose to ignore my gut instincts, however. I’ve been single for two years now – and in those trying circumstances desperation trumps common sense every time.


Two years . . .


I still can’t believe it. It’s the longest I’ve ever been on my own. The amount of Asda Meals For One I’ve bought must number in the thousands. Not that I wanted to date for a long time after Carla, it has to be said. The whole experience with my demonic ex-fiancée convinced me that being Captain Single was the way forward for the first few months after her evil stench had dissipated.


A man can only go so long without the comfort of a good woman by his side, though.


Of course, when I say ‘a good woman’ I mean one with a heartbeat and no skin diseases, and when I say ‘by his side’ I mean on top of him and naked. The trauma of the bad break-up with Carla may have put me off dating emotionally and intellectually, but you try telling my stupid penis that.


Frankly, Jackie could have told me Isobel’s vagina was like a bear trap and I would still have considered going on a blind date with her.


Despite her being the oral harbinger of the apocalypse, I decide to give Isobel a chance – providing I can find a seat downwind of her.


The horrendous breath is palpable from a good foot away, so the kiss on the cheek by way of greeting is a bad idea: it brings me close to the Gates of Hades. I hold my breath though and escape relatively unscathed.


Isobel isn’t entirely unattractive, though her mousey brown hair is scraped back into a pony tail so tight it’s acting like a DIY facelift. My eyes start to water in sympathy. Her boobs look quite nice, peeking out as they do from a Wonderbra that’s at least a size too small for her. The black blouse she’s also elected to wear is too frilly, and the maroon knee length skirt doesn’t do much for her square arse, but it’s either an hour in the pub with her or back to my flat for some more lonely masturbation and barbecue flavour Pringles.


I open the pub door with a sigh of resignation and wait for her to go in.


‘Fanks very much. Ain’t you a gentleman?’ Isobel says, her bad breath apparently strong enough to render her unable to pronounce Ts and Hs.


‘My pleasure,’ I reply, forcing a smile.


I can’t help but look at her square arse with a degree of despondency as she walks ahead of me towards the bar. I can’t help but feel that its boxy form is in some way symbolic of my complete and utter failure to establish a successful relationship with a woman recently.


 ‘What would you like to drink?’ I ask when we get to the rather greasy looking bar, hoping she’ll order a pint of Listerine.


‘Double vodka and Red Bull, please mate.’


Good grief.


Five minutes later sees Jamie Newman and his lovely blind date ensconced in one of the ratty looking booths that run along the back wall of the pub. The table we sit at is largely free of stains, but someone has carved ‘Pete wanks the big one’ round one edge in elaborate letters, in a feat of whittling that must have taken the best part of an hour to finish.


Some may believe that Thursday is the new Friday, but none of them are frequenting this place tonight. It’s deader than Elvis in here. Breath monster and I are the only customers, save a wizened old man in a green cagoule nursing half a bitter at the bar, and two fat lads of indeterminate age huddled around the fruit machine, inserting their Jobseeker’s Allowance into it with an eagerness that represents a real triumph of mindless optimism over cold, hard reality.


‘Jacks says you do journalism stuff,’ Isobel remarks, swigging her drink and no doubt resisting the urge to belch every time she does.


‘Um . . . yes. Kind of.’


I’m actually a freelance public relations consultant and copywriter, currently working with a local newspaper on re-branding their image, but trying to explain the difference to Isobel would require a flip chart and the patience of Job, so I just leave it there.


‘Do you enjoy it?’


‘Er . . . yeah. I suppose so. I really love to write, and the job certainly gives me a lot of opportunity to do it, so it could be worse.’


’Really?’ Isobel sneers. ‘I fucking hate writing.’


I’m amazed.


‘You gotta worry about all that grandma stuff, haven’t you?’


Yes indeed.


Many times I’ve been hunched over a particularly difficult piece of promotional copy with my grandmother slapping me around the head every time she spots an unnecessary adverb.


‘Jackie says you’re a hairdresser,’ I say, changing the subject.


‘That’s right. Got my own business, haven’t I?’


I bet it’s called Curl Up ‘N Dye.


‘It’s called A Cut Above!’


Damn.


‘I’m doin’ really well. Loadsa customers these days. Taking a week off next month for some holibobs in Menorca.’


Kill me. Kill me now.


‘Aah . . . that’s lovely,’ I say, taking a large gulp of lukewarm Stella Artois.


‘You going on ‘oliday anywhere, Jake?’


‘Jamie,’ I correct her. ‘Maybe. I’ve got some friends in Canada I was thinking of visiting later in the year if I get the chance.’


‘Never really thought nothing about Canada,’ Isobel says, mangling her double negatives for all she’s worth. ‘I know they speak French.’ She pauses, head cocked to one side. ‘Is Canada near France then?’


Oh my, yes. Jackie is going to get it in the neck and no mistake . . .


Speaking of mistakes, I’ll freely admit I probably made a big one by having sex with Isobel that night.


However, the above was only the first of many large gulps of lukewarm beer I had that evening, in an attempt to arrest the slide into crippling depression. And we all know that too much alcohol can rapidly escalate a situation from quite bad to absolutely dreadful in no time at all.


By the time Isobel is telling me all about how her brother has just been released from jail – having served a six-month stretch for a burglary that ‘them bastard coppers fitted him up for’ – I’m halfway through pint number five and her arse is looking a lot less square.


By pint seven I’ve got my hand on her thigh and she’s massaging my genitals under the table. I say massaging . . . kneading is more accurate. If Isobel ever wants to trade A Cut Above for a bread shop she already has the skills and technique to a tee.


Still, it’s making me hard – which just goes to show that when you haven’t had sex for two years, having your genitals squeezed like a pound of dough is not necessarily a barrier to sexual excitement.


‘Put your hand up my skirt,’ she whispers in my ear.


I drunkenly oblige, shoving my arm between Isobel’s legs with all the grace and sophistication you’d expect from a man way past the legal limit. I resemble a butcher prepping a Christmas turkey for stuffing.


I manage to get my little finger caught in her suspender, which bends it back painfully and causes me to simultaneously stab her in the vagina with my thumb. This doesn’t appear to bother Isobel in the slightest. In fact, she leers at me like a sex offender with a death wish and moves in for a kiss. One of her hands crushes my testicles in a death grip, while the other one wraps itself around my forearm, keeping my hand exactly where she wants it – hovering over her growler.


I’m very proud to say I don’t vomit.


Not even as my nose is assailed by a blast of horror breath emanating from her mouth – now delightfully laced with the aroma of seven double vodka and Red Bulls. Her tongue goes down my throat in an apparent attempt to lick my kidneys. I feel like John Hurt in Alien.


After thirty seconds that last two hours, Isobel lets me come up for air and I make every effort not to gag. As far as I’m concerned this is one of the worst things that’s ever happened to me, but I look down to find that my battered penis completely disagrees and wants more.


Isobel locks her face round mine again and unzips my fly in an expert piece of multi-tasking that must have come from years of practise. Her long fingernails snake into my trousers and find purchase. What follows is a sensation that only cows getting milked can fully appreciate.


However, this change in tactic and grip allows me to remove my arm from the moist sex cauldron lying underneath her skirt.


I break away from the stomach-churning kiss to grab what’s left of my seventh pint – and drain the bastard in one go, trying to fight back tears of shame as I do.


‘I want to screw you,’ Isobel gurgles into my ear.


Do you really? I hadn’t realised . . . what with you pretty much jerking me off in public, and your skirt pulled up high enough for me to see the Poundland thong you’re wearing.


‘Okay,’ I mumble back, deathly afraid I’m about to ejaculate over her hand – thus ruining the hideous plans she no doubt has in store for me back at the flesh palace she calls home.


One short but traumatic taxi ride later I’m surprised to find that the flesh palace is actually a rather neat three bedroom semi-detached in an area of town where the drug dealers have the good grace to conduct their business indoors.


‘Me mam’s place,’ Isobel explains. ‘I’m only livin’ here until the divorce is finalised.’


I really am going to kill Jackie.


Isobel’s mum is out, thank God. If she’s anything like her daughter I’d have found myself being double-teamed into an early grave. The front door is barely closed before Isobel is on her knees and unzipping my trousers again. She whips out my abused penis – which by now is beginning to resemble a caveman’s club.


The experience that follows can be accurately recreated by any man who might be reading this. If you’re a woman you’ll just have to use your imagination. Simply find the nearest Henry Hoover, turn it on and stick your John Thomas in the hose. If you can find a yak nearby that’s trying to clear a particularly large hairball, you’ll get the aural effect as well.


I’m not complaining though. Not out loud, at least. This is the first blow job I’ve had in two years – since Carla decided her boss was a better prospect for having healthy children and a balanced bank account, and promptly left me. I was surprised about it at the time, but looking back the signs were most definitely there. Especially when it came to bedroom shenanigans. Our sex life had dwindled from the daily double feature when we first met, to a monthly late-night show four years later – one that generally finished with an unsatisfactory climax before the end credits.


Carla could never manage to get both my testicles in her mouth, it should be noted. Isobel is quite the talented lass. She eventually stops her impression of a performing seal and stands up with a look of such animal aggression in her eyes I regret not telling my loved ones where I was going that evening.


‘Upstairs big boy,’ she orders. ‘You’re gonna eat me.’


I trust she means that she wants me to perform cunnilingus on her – and not that she wants me to engage in cannibalism. I can’t be a hundred percent sure either way though.


Isobel pulls me up the stairs by my belt, my penis waggling around merrily as we approach her bedroom. On the door is one of those children’s name plaques. ‘Isobel’ is written on it in bubblegum pink and a couple of tutu clad fairies squat at either end, gormless smiles on their cherubic faces. It hits me that I’m about to have carnal knowledge of a sexually belligerent divorcée in her childhood hideaway.


Once we are in the room, Isobel pulls her skirt down in a flash, her square arse exposed for me to see and (sort of) enjoy. Her blouse is next, revealing those attractive breasts we spoke about earlier.


Focus on the boobs, Jamie, I tell myself. That’ll get you through this.


Isobel lies on the bed, spreads her legs and pulls her Poundland thong to one side.


‘Get to work,’ she demands.


Even my penis is starting to have doubts about this whole debacle now and is beginning to lose its happy mood. Still, I’ve come this far, so I do indeed ‘get to work’ as best I can.


Thankfully Isobel’s lack of hygiene is only an oral issue – otherwise the seven pints I’ve consumed would probably return for a triumphant encore right about now.


Isobel grabs me by both ears and pulls my head in so hard it’s like childbirth in reverse. As I lap like an arthritic dog trying to satisfy Isobel’s desires as best I can, I’m painfully aware that I have to insert my currently flaccid penis into her at some point in the very near future.


The scene now looks so pathetic, from an objective point of view it’s enough to make a grown man cry: Me squatting on the floor at the side of Isobel’s single bed, performing drunk oral sex on her and mindlessly flogging my penis in a last ditch attempt to get it hard enough to penetrate the hairdressing sex fiend; Isobel with her legs locked around my neck, her head thrown back in an orgiastic display of carnal delight.


‘Do me now!’ she screeches like a hyper-active drill sergeant.


‘Okay!’ I cry subserviently and stand up, still beating myself off like a man possessed. Luckily I’m just about upstanding enough to enter Isobel’s dark domain.


This is like chucking a chipolata up the Blackwall Tunnel.


I don’t know who Isobel’s soon to be ex-husband is, but there must be horse DNA in his genetic code.


Despite my lack of girth and malfunctioning erectile tissue, Isobel seems to be enjoying herself immensely and starts spouting such filth from her mouth it makes me wish I’d brought a crucifix.


‘Oh yes . . . ram that hot pussy, you horny bastard!’


Yes ma’am! Please don’t hit me!


‘You feel massive!’


I’m pretty sure I don’t, love, but thanks for the vote of confidence.


‘Bury me, you bastard. Bury me!’


With a stake through your heart and some holy water? No problem!


‘Cum all over my face! I want it in my mouth!’


Which might explain the awful breath, I suppose.


All I want to do now is arrive . . . then leave. Nothing would give me greater pleasure than to escape this sexcapade from hell and retreat to the safety and sanctity of my one-bedroom house. In my thirty one years on this planet, I’ve never felt so completely helpless.


Isobel suddenly stops bucking and thrashing like a landed turbot and stares me right in the eye. ‘I’m done. Pull out and finish over me.’


I once read that the universe is a place of diametric opposites: Good vs evil, light vs darkness, love vs hate and so on and so forth. If there is a place in the universe that is the epitome of love, romance and passion . . . then this woman’s bedroom on a Thursday evening in January is surely at the absolute other end.


Isobel opens her gob so wide it’s like I’m about to ejaculate into a pedal bin.


With a cheerless grunt I spurt over my blind date, getting some in her eyes. The rest spatters onto her breasts and face, along with what’s left of my self esteem. I know I haven’t actually just been raped, but I’m definitely in the neighbourhood and looking at the map for directions.


I tuck Jamie Junior back into his hidey hole and look down at Isobel. All pretence had now left my body, along with my spermatozoa.


‘Can I leave now?’ I ask forlornly.


Isobel’s expression of sexual contentment is replaced by one of disgust.


‘Well that’s charming isn’t it? I give you a good time and you just want to piss off straight away?’


I start to argue that the only person who’s had a good time in this room tonight is her, but can’t summon the energy to defend myself and just nod my head in resignation.


Isobel jumps to her feet. ‘Get out then!’ she screams and thrusts her finger in the direction of the door.


There’s still some of my ‘product’ on her hand, which flicks violently off. It flies across the room and splats onto a badly rendered portrait of Jesus hanging above Isobel’s dressing table. If somebody had told me that this evening would end with my semen sliding down the cheek of our Lord and Saviour, I would probably have stayed indoors and played Gran Turismo.


Isobel may be a man hungry lunatic with a sex drive like a malfunctioning Formula One car, but it also transpires she is a religious nut as well.


She lets out a cry of anguish, rushes over to the portrait and starts wiping it with her blouse. It’s an oil painting, so Big J’s cheek gets smudged badly as she feverishly tries to clean off my man gravy. Isobel starts crying.


‘I’m sorry!’ I wail, as if I’d actively gone over and knocked one out over Christ’s face on purpose.


‘Just bloody leave!’ Isobel orders, and for once I’m delighted to follow instructions.


‘Er . . . bye then!’ I offer, along with a half-hearted wave – and exit stage left with great urgency.


Taking the stairs two at a time, I reach ground level in three seconds flat and see Isobel’s mother coming in through the front door. Given that Good evening madam, I’ve just penetrated your daughter and mucked up on the son of God isn’t the best way of introducing oneself, I elect to repeat the half-hearted wave, along with a smile bordering on the maniacal.


I decide it’s best not to wait around for a response, and am off running down the front path as fast as my little legs can carry me, hoping Izzy’s mum hasn’t got a good enough look at my face to provide an accurate description to the police.


Unbelievably, I got a text from Isobel the next day:


That woz a weird nite. Ur fun tho. Wanna hook up again? U can have me up the backdoor if u like xxx.


Thus far I have neglected to respond.




Laura’s Diary


Wednesday, February 2nd




Dear Mum,


Your daughter is a shameful excuse for a human being. Any redeeming value I may have had was extinguished last night in an act so heinous I may never recover. All I can say by way of explanation is that I did it because I thought I needed to ‘get back into the game’ as it were – and pleasuring Brian with my hand on our first date seemed the most appropriate method of doing so . . . for some reason.


Quite why I thought giving a twenty-nine-year-old estate agent with a lazy eye a hand job was the best way to reintroduce myself to the dating scene completely eludes me.


It was totally out of character.


You never brought me up to be that kind of girl, after all. Before this I’d not so much as kissed a man before the third date. But there I was, sitting in the passenger seat of his 52 plate Vectra doing my best milkmaid impression, while looking out of the window wondering how I’d arrived at this place in my life.


You know how bad I was after Mike and I split up – but I don’t think I’d even realised how much of a knock my confidence had taken, until I was staring at Brian’s average penis as he went cross-eyed and started to dribble.


I hadn’t really wanted the date. Tim had pushed me into it.


‘It’ll be good for you Loz,’ he told me over his cappuccino with an almond twist. ‘Dan tells me Brian is a very nice boy. They go to the gym together. Apparently he’s not that well hung, but has a lovely body otherwise.’


‘I’m not sure, Tim. Blind dates and I have never agreed with one another. You remember Mr Pants don’t you? I certainly do. I still have nightmares about it.’


‘You can’t sit around waiting for Mr Right to walk into your life for much longer, miss. That evil thirtieth birthday is looming on the horizon, you know!’


‘Yeah, yeah. I know.’


Boy, do I know. I’m afraid a lifetime of watching the wrong movies and reading the wrong magazines has convinced me (like a million other women) that reaching thirty without being part of a successful relationship is worse than contracting leprosy. If only I’d known this, I’d have avoided every single Jennifer Aniston film ever made and read Caravanning Monthly instead.


There’s a smirk on Tim’s face I don’t like the look of one bit.


‘Dan showed Brian your picture on Facebook,’ he said with a twinkle in his eye. ‘He really liked the look of you.’


‘Oh bloody hell, Tim! You could have warned me. My profile picture is still that one of me dressed as the Bride of Frankenstein from last year’s Halloween party.’


‘Don’t worry. Dan wouldn’t have concentrated on that one. I’m sure he went straight to the Goa bikini shots.’


‘I’m not so sure they’re any better.’


‘Please! Those tits of yours look fantastic.’


‘Wow. You make me sound so classy.’


‘Classy doesn’t get you dates, Loz. When it comes to straight men, the tits do it every time. Brian really wants to meet you.’


I stared out of the Starbucks window in much the same way I’d be looking out of Brian’s windscreen a few days later.


‘Oh, alright. I suppose it can’t hurt.’


‘Great, I’ll get Dan to give Brian your number. Expect a call!’


That’s how the date came about, Mum. You always used to say Tim was a bad influence and would get me into trouble.


I know it’s a gigantic cliché for a single girl to have a gay best friend, but Tim has always given me what I thought was good advice in the past – most notably when he talked me out of getting a Robbie Williams tattoo on my arse in the final year of school, and when he ordered me to dump Mitchell The Snorter a scant three weeks before the maniac was arrested for indecent exposure. I never shared your concerns that Tim might lead me astray, so I had to trust him on this blind date thing – for better or for worse.


Five days after my chat with Tim I’m stood in front of the mirror wondering what the hell to wear that might impress an estate agent who isn’t well hung, but has a lovely body otherwise.


Deciding is no easy task. I have to wonder at what point somebody has come into my flat and burgled me of every item of evening wear that doesn’t make me look like a prostitute at one end of the spectrum, or an Amish grandmother at the other. My wardrobe is full to bursting, but all of it is equally and totally awful. Some strange form of schizophrenia comes over me whenever I go clothes shopping, where a totally different woman inhabits my body and makes purchases – resulting in the ownership of pile and piles of crap no-one in her right mind would wear.


I can stand here now and remember picking up the salmon pink playsuit in H&M, thinking it would look nice with my complexion. I can even remember walking up to the counter and paying for it, happy I’d picked up a brilliant bargain. I stare at it now though and it looks like something only a colour-blind, mentally disabled superhero would don of an evening. I can only stand in front of the mirror with it on for about thirty seconds before becoming heavily nauseous. The colour alone makes me look like the contents of a fishmonger’s bin.


I’m thinking this probably isn’t the right note to strike on my date with Brian.


My contact with Mr Lovely Body Otherwise had so far amounted to one phone call, conducted at my end in the fruit aisle of Tesco. As I squeezed a few mangos looking for one that hadn’t gone too ripe, my phone rang and I answered it to find Brian on the other end, sounding nervous as hell. After a few standard pleasantries he asked me to a bar in the city called ‘Fluid’. It is one of those places usually frequented by men who wear fake Armani suits and drive Porsche Boxters – accompanied by girls whose knicker elastic automatically loosens at the sight of both. It wasn’t a good sign that Brian had picked it as the location of our first date. I would have preferred somewhere quieter that didn’t contain several tonnes of chrome and brushed aluminium.


Still, as Tim had reminded me, thirty is coming up fast and I’m ripening quicker than the Tesco mangos, so I agreed to meet Brian in Fluid at eight the next evening and hung up. A decision I was wholeheartedly regretting a day later, as I looked in my cupboard with the sure knowledge I had absolutely nothing to wear.


About the only item approximating fashionable was a black cocktail dress I wore once to a birthday party last year. I hadn’t put it on it since because it’s too short and shows off my knobbly knees. I had to wear a pair of tights in order to disguise their horrific, malformed shape. Idly leafing through a coffee table book a few months ago, I was dismayed to find a photo of the moon’s surface that bore more than a little resemblance to them.


Sadly, the only other dress I would have considered wearing for the date was the red one I bought for Mike’s pleasure on our third anniversary. It’s virtually skin tight and puts my breasts on display like the meat on a butcher’s counter. I couldn’t be more forward if I wore a T-shirt saying ‘This vagina for rent’.


So it was either the black cocktail dress or a phone call to Brian saying that I’d come down with a severe case of ‘blowout-itis’ and couldn’t make it.


Every time I flipped open my ancient Nokia a vision of Tim’s disgusted expression floated across my mind, so I pulled on the tights and slipped the dress over my head, allowing myself a small smile as it slid snugly over my hips. This smooth action proved that the chocolate binge from a couple of weeks ago hadn’t as yet made its presence felt on my figure. Underwear-wise I went for a pair of plain black hipsters and matching bra. There was no point in putting anything sexy on, as the tights would have ruined the aesthetic completely. They were about as sexy as genital warts.


Besides, lovely body or not, Brian wasn’t going to be investigating my lady garden that evening, so what would be the point?


The hair went back in a pony tail as I hadn’t had time to wash it, and I also decided to apply make-up sparingly. My entire outfit screamed I’m not entirely sure about this, which was fine with me. If Brian turned out to be stimulating in every sense of the word I could break out the lacy thong, fresh dye job and ruby red lipstick the next time I saw him. I keep them all in a drawer at the bottom of my wardrobe marked ‘whore-tastic’ for such rare eventualities.


Slipping on the wedges I paid way too much for in the House Of Fraser sale, I tottered out of my bedroom ready for battle . . .


An hour later I’m already considering a tactical withdrawal. It’s not that Brian is necessarily a bad guy – it’s just that he could quite easily pass for a new shipment of stock in the wallpaper department at B&Q.


If he were a colour he’d be beige. If he were a country he’d be Switzerland. If he were a member of Take That he’d be Howard. I’m sure he’d be the perfect match for a woman just like him, but as I’m after bright blue, Brazil and Robbie, this date isn’t working out too well. Also, the tights are making my ankles sweat, which isn’t helping matters.


You know how you always told me to be polite, Mum? This is the first time your advice has backfired. If I wasn’t so polite I probably would have held up a hand as Brian started in on a third anecdote about his cricket team, and told him I was leaving before my brain suffered a boredom-related aneurism.


As it was, I just sipped my Pinot Grigio politely and tried to produce a dull smile every time Brian made a joke about googlies and being silly mid-off. I couldn’t help but let my mind wander as he explained the finer points of county cricket to me, and started to look around the bar for people having a worse time than me. This is only natural. Misery loves company, as people are often heard to say – usually when they’re the ones who are miserable and looking for some back-up.


Fluid is largely full of happy posh idiots this evening, but I do spy one woman sat next to a fat man in a fake Armani suit who looks like she wants to kill him, then herself. Our eyes lock across the room and in an unspoken moment we feel each other’s pain.


I’m on a blind date with someone who thinks it’s a good idea to explain the rules of cricket, my expression seems to say.


Really? That’s sounds like a fucking honeymoon, love, she replies without a word passing between us. I’ve been married to this cretin for twelve years and eight belt notches. He’s currently telling me how the stock portfolio will see us into our old age. He’s blissfully unaware that I’m going to divorce him for cheating on me next week and rob him blind. Quite how a roll of the eyes and a swift grimace tells me all of this I don’t know, but I’m still sure that’s what she’s thinking.


I sigh and turn back to Brian, who is now telling me how to put a pair or cricket pads on. You may be wondering how I went from this state of affairs to pleasuring Brian in his Vauxhall Vectra, Mum. Well, you know how I came home at three in the morning when I was eighteen and you grounded me because I was completely shitfaced? You remember how you shouted This is the kind of mess too much alcohol can get you into! up the stairs while I threw up what felt like all of my internal organs?


The polite sips of Pinot Grigio turn into large swigs as Brian explains how the exhaust manifold cracked on his Vectra last week while he was driving to the monthly meeting of his Dungeons & Dragons clan. Even gulps aren’t doing the job when he tells me how fascinating the equity market is at the moment – and I’m wishing the Pinot was mainlined straight into my bloodstream when he describes the great retro Seventies wallpaper his mother let him hang in his bedroom last week. My partner in misery has left with her fat husband, so I can’t even look to her for silent solace. No, I must now endure Brian and his anecdotes all on my own. While he is dull, the Pinot is unfortunately telling me he’s also quite a handsome chap.


The Pinot lies, though. It is wicked, wicked stuff – ready and willing to lead a young girl down dark and winding paths to places she shouldn’t go.


Brian looks at his watch. ‘Wow, getting quite late, Laura. Would you like a lift home?’


Well now Brian, let’s see . . . It’s either a lift with you, or a twenty quid ride in a taxi.


I’m pretty drunk and wearing tights that are making my legs sweat like merry hell, so I’m willing to risk brain death listening to another one of your anecdotes, if it means I can have a free lift that’ll get me home quicker.


‘Yes please, Brian. That’d be lovely,’ I tell him and swig the last dregs of my fifth large glass of wine.


I somehow manage to make it to the passenger seat of his Vectra in the virtually deserted car park at the back of Fluid without breaking an ankle on my four-inch wedges.


He climbs in the driver’s side and looks at me. It’s that look. The I’ve spent the best part of thirty quid on you tonight and I’m hoping to get something out of it look.


Now, I could just smile and tell Brian to get driving. He doesn’t look the kind of guy who’s likely to get fisty with a woman if he doesn’t get his own way. The Pinot suggests that I shouldn’t do that, however. It suggests I should just sit there and await developments.


Brian leans towards me.


‘I had a really nice time tonight,’ he says. ‘You’re easy to talk to’.


I’m quite surprised to hear this, as I have never played cricket, wouldn’t know an orc wizard if it bit me on the butt and can’t stand the Seventies.


‘Thanks.’


He leans a bit closer.


Now, as you know Mum, I’ve not kissed a man other than Mike for five years. My relationship with him may have exploded into sharp, painful fragments at its conclusion, but I still remember how good the bastard was at making my toes curl whenever he planted his lips on mine. At the time I never dreamed of ever letting another man kiss me again, so I’m rustier than a Scottish weather vane when it comes to this kind of thing.


Had I been sober I would have put a stop to proceedings before they got out of hand, but the Pinot is in control and decides it might be a good idea to let Brian kiss me, just to remember what it feels like. Brian’s technique is to purse his lips the way Nan used to when she said goodbye after Christmas lunch, and stab his head forward like a hungry chicken.


I break the kiss before he cracks my head against the passenger window. Now what?


‘Well,’ says Pinot, ‘we don’t want to kiss him again, do we?’


No, we bloody don’t. I don’t need bruised lips or a fractured skull.


‘So we’d better do something else to satisfy him.’


What do you suggest, oh wine of the Italian vineyards?


‘Screwing him is going a bit far.’


Yes . . . yes it is.


‘I don’t even fancy the prospect of a blow job, what with that neck strain we got from lying funny on the pillow last night.’


True.


‘Well . . . you might as well toss him off then, Laura. It’s been ages since you’ve had a penis in your hand and you’d better make sure you still know what you’re doing with one before a guy comes along that you actually do want to date.’


The logic is unassailable. I reach my left hand down to the inevitable bulge between Brian’s legs and give it a squeeze. He makes a strange noise as I do so: ‘Blibble’. Not a sigh, or a moan, or even a sharp intake of breath. Just blibble. Weird. I unzip him and pull out what is indeed a very average but otherwise inoffensive penis.


‘Oh Laura,’ he says under his breath.


Oh brother, I think – and start to rhythmically pump my hand up and down. Unfortunately for me I’ve met the only Dungeons & Dragons fan in the world that doesn’t orgasm the second a woman touches his genitals.


A full five minutes of pumping go by with no indication that Brian is about to arrive at his final destination. I’ve now started wondering what to buy the next time I’m in Tesco. I can’t really think of anything I do want, but am bloody sure I won’t be buying mangos.


My mind then moves onto work matters. This is par for the course these days. When I used to day dream about owning my own high street chocolate shop, I never thought about how stressful the whole thing would be. In my head I had visions of chatting with happy customers and creating new flavour combinations in the kitchen for the them to try – I didn’t for one second contemplate the realities of cataloguing profit and loss in an Excel spreadsheet and filling out multiple forms from the bank to obtain yet another loan to stay afloat.


Foremost on my mind as I continue to pump my hand is that I have to get a new order of those popular praline fondants into the shop by the end of the month, and the Green & Blacks people will no doubt be on the phone again soon wanting to know if I’m re-ordering the summer selection this year. Running a shop on your own is rather like juggling a set of balls in zero gravity. I wouldn’t recommend it to anyone with bad organisational skills.


I remember what I’m doing and look over to see that Brian has gone cross-eyed. A small dribble of saliva runs down his cheek. This is starting to get ridiculous. I’ll have sobered up by the time he ejaculates at this rate. Time for some dirty talk.


‘I want you to come for me Brian, right now,’ I say in a breathy whisper into his left ear. I mean it as well. There are two episodes of Extreme Makeover I’ve got recorded that I’d like to watch before bed.


The breathy thing seems to do the trick (doesn’t it always?) and Brian christens my hand and his steering wheel with a shudder, along with another odd blibbling noise. He then says the following: ‘Hoocheemumma!’


I don’t know what ‘hoochemumma’ means. Nor do I wish to.


I know men can say strange things when they climax (the second guy I was with shouted There’s the magic! every time) but this particular piece of gibberish is on a whole other level. Brian says it in such a deep, throaty voice it’s like an African witch doctor is putting a hex on me. I hate to think what he might shout when he orgasms during full sex. Whatever it is, I’m sure it’d give the folk in the next village a good dose of herpes.


A quick clean up with the (slightly worrying) pack of tissues Brian keeps in his glove box and I’m finally being driven home. I’ve established that I’m still quite capable of giving a man a hand job – and that I’m now firmly back in the dating scene.


Woo hoo.


I stagger out of Brian’s Vectra before he gets the chance to kiss me goodbye.


‘Can I see you again?’ he shouts out of the window as I round the car, rummaging through my handbag for the front door keys. I look at Brian’s expectant face.


‘I’ll text you,’ I lie.


The Pinot has the decency to feel a little ashamed of itself as Brian offers me a happy smile and drives off into the night – a content and sexually satisfied estate agent.


I feel quite awful as I open the front door . . . and finally trip over the high wedges, landing spread-eagled on the carpet, painfully bashing one of my lumpy knees against the staircase.


Yes indeed, Laura McIntyre is back in the dating scene with a vengeance, Mum!


Love and miss you always,


Your shameless and shameful daughter, Laura.


xx


P.S. I’ve received seven texts from Brian since our date, asking in increasingly fraught tones about when the second one is going to be. I haven’t worked out how I’m going to let him down yet without coming across as a complete bitch. I might get Tim and Dan to tell him I’ve come down with a dose of herpes. That should put him off.
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