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I wanted a fantastic, glorious,

wonderful relationship.



But for this to happen, I knew I needed to do a better job of meeting Mr. Right. I felt I’d tried everything in London. Maybe it was time for a more radical and far-reaching solution?

Rather than traveling to recover from Mr. Wrong, what if I went traveling for Mr. Right? I mean, I was sure Fate had him out there waiting for me, so why was I wasting time in London moaning when I could be out in the world searching? I’d put my heart and soul into my job; maybe it was time I put the same amount of effort into my love life.

So, after some soul-searching, I quit my job. I had a new job now: finding my Soul Mate.
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Preface


So that’s me, packed and ready to go: passport, little black dress, and the names of eighty men I’m going to date in seventeen countries over the next six months. I’m off to find my Soul Mate, and I’m not coming back to Yonkers till I do.







Chapter One

This Time Last Year
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Time to leave London

and start dating.




Settling into a steady rhythm of drinking, crying, drinking, crying, I became aware of the music for the first time: “Stand by your man, give him two arms to cling to…” I glared at the radio: I’ve always hated that song. My feeling was that if the only way a man could remain standing upright was by leaning heavily on you, surely it was best just to let him fall right on over. But since today was the day I’d discovered Kelly had been cheating on me for pretty much the five years we’d been together, I let out a long, ragged sigh, too exhausted to cry anymore. It was also the day I had to accept that maybe there’s a little bit of Tammy in us all. I really loved Kelly. Which was surprising because he actually wasn’t that lovable. He was very sexy—one of those dark, brooding types, with piercing green eyes and a tangle of curly black hair. He was tall and strong, with a gentle mouth and a chest broad enough to do a week’s ironing on. But he was also self-centered, secretive, and moody. The kind of guy who sits in the corner of a bar, smoldering over a beer and a shot. For some reason I was drawn to “the difficult ones,” and Kelly was as difficult as they came. A man who would sooner eat broken glass than tell you where he’d been, what his plans were, or if he loved you. I have no idea why I kept trying, when he’d wanted to go to parties on his own, stayed out late, kept a phone number with just an initial next to it…. In fact, for some reason it made me try harder. Over our five years together, as Kelly morphed into Clint Eastwood, I increasingly turned into Coco the Clown, pulling out all the stops to entertain him, make him feel involved, get his attention. I did the emotional equivalent of driving a small red pedal car around the ring of our relationship, frantically tooting on my little horn as bunches of flowers popped out of my shirt and small men in orange wigs emptied buckets of custard down my trousers and twanged my big red nose. It was not dignified. And, ultimately, it was pointless. I knew in my heart we would only ever share a “now.” Never a future. Then I rang the number with the initial next to it, and our “now” was over.

As soon as I split up with Kelly, I went straight to the airport and got on a plane to New York City. The experience of being in New York is like stroking a man-eating tiger: As much as it scares the bejesus out of you, for those moments it allows you to touch it, you know you are blessed and immortal.

And on this occasion, like every other I’d been there, New York uplifted me. I lost myself in the markets, boutiques, and coffee shops around Greenwich Village and Harlem, whacked softballs in the batting cages over at Coney Island until my arms sang. Being in the city didn’t cure my heartache, but it distracted me and stopped it getting worse, and for that I was grateful.

I actually had to be in New York for work, so in a way it was good timing (if such a thing exists when you’re talking about splitting up with your boyfriend). But then again, I worked in the travel industry, so it wasn’t that unusual for me to be heading off somewhere. I loved traveling and had been determined to get a job in the industry from the moment I discovered its unerring ability to make me feel really good.

This was especially true after an ugly breakup. Some say that time is a great healer, but I discovered years ago that it’s actually travel that quite literally moves you on. Staying on the crime scene of an awful breakup is the worst thing you can do: too many painful memories and reminders. I subscribe to the “pack up your troubles” school of relationship recovery, and let me tell you, it works. It had been almost by accident that I’d learned travel mends a broken heart. I was eighteen and William was the first big love of my life. We were at school together and shared the kind of pure and trusting love only possible when you have yet to experience that first deep cut. When William dumped me out of the blue for Melanie (a girl who shopped at Miss Selfridge, who had never even been to Glastonbury), I was completely unprepared for the shock. I spent that whole summer after my exams moping around, crying on my best friend Belinda’s shoulder, making her come for long walks so I could tell her (again) how awful it was and how I was never going to get over it. But when, at the end of the summer, I left home for Leeds University, I was really surprised to discover that out of sight really was out of mind. Here I was in a whole new place, with no painful memories. There was no danger of bumping into Will and Mel in Leeds; I didn’t have to go to our places on my own or have people drop into conversation that they’d all been out together the night before. So, free from constant reminders of my old Will and his new girlfriend, I got over him and on with my life.

All thanks to the M1 motorway and National Express buses. But my lesson in the healing power of travel didn’t end there. It was my next boyfriend who taught me that travel makes things easier for the dumper (as opposed to the dumpee), too. Peter was the guitarist in a band I sang with in Leeds, and we lived together for most of my time at university. He was gentle, kind, and very cute. But sadly, as time went on, it became increasingly clear that “gentle and kind” wasn’t enough. I really didn’t want to hurt him—Peter didn’t deserve that, plus I remembered how bad it felt—but as much as I loved him, I felt restless and the need to move on. But I couldn’t end it. I really tried: I’d psych myself up, telling myself I was going through with it this time, but at the last minute I’d think about how upset Peter would be and I’d lose my nerve. Actually, a couple of times I did end it, but Peter persuaded me to give us another chance. I was hopeless: I just couldn’t face his heartache and make a clean break. Until I went to Australia.

It was one of those whimsical decisions that only makes sense after you’ve done it. I’d just graduated from university and had no idea what I wanted to do next. Going to Australia on my own for three months suddenly seemed the perfect solution: It would be both an adventurous challenge and the chance to think everything through.

So I flew into Perth, Western Australia. And virtually the first thing I did when I arrived was to call Peter and split up with him. As crazy as it sounds, I needed to go to the other side of the world to do it: I wasn’t there to watch him fall apart, knowing it was my fault and still caring about him. And because I didn’t feel wracked with the guilt I would have felt at home, I got over it far more quickly (as did he). I was free to fall madly in love with Australia, and I stayed, traveling all over Australasia for the next six years.
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I think I have to be honest at this point and confess it wasn’t only Australia I fell madly in love with. I might have been Peter’s girlfriend when I flew into Australia, but six months after arriving I was Philip’s wife.

I’d been in Australia for two weeks when I met Philip. He worked at a theater company where I’d landed a job, and it was love at first sight. I immediately recognized Philip, a spellbinding, charismatic, risk-all outback Romeo, as one of my Soul Mates. (Well, cats have nine lives, who’s to say we are limited to a single, solitary Soul Mate?) He wasn’t afraid of anything, and when I was with him, life was exciting and full of possibilities. We fell deeply and passionately in love. Although we got married very quickly, we clicked so powerfully together it felt the natural and right thing to do. Neither of us had really done much traveling, so we set off to explore, experience, and discover together. We spent six months driving through the hot, red outback in an old Holden panel van, living on wild fruit, swimming with dolphins, wrestling with spiders. We trekked through craggy outposts of India and Nepal, spent weekends snorkeling in the coral-studded waters around Vanuatu and the Solomons, took crazy surf-trips to Bali, and sailed boats down the muddy Mekong in Vietnam. It was amazing. And in the end, maybe that was the problem: Man cannot live on thrill alone. After six years of wonder and discovery, I was all amazed out. I’d had one brief visit home in all that time. I missed my family and friends; I missed normal old England. I missed Marks & Spencer’s potato chips; I longed to sit in a pub on a damp autumn day (Australia doesn’t do seasons) and pretend I cared about soccer; I was desperate for a colorful argument about politics and the chance to browse through some decent weekend papers (MAN LEAVES CHANGE ON CONVENIENCE STORE COUNTER was about the level of reporting in Australia). It was time to come home, and as much as I loved Philip, he was a creature of the outback. Beautiful, passionate, and wild, he had—and wanted—no place in Britain, with its crowds, traffic, litter, and drizzle. I went to Australia alone. Six years later, I returned home the same way.

 

It had been a year now since Kelly and I split up, and thankfully I was past the I’ll Never Fall in Love Again stage. I spent a lot of time thinking about why we stayed together for as long as we did, also trying to work out how I could avoid making the same mistakes again. And during that year going over past choices and future options, I learned two things. Firstly, anyone who wants to know anything about Cher or Def Leppard should tune into VH1 at 3 a.m. Secondly, trying to find even a halfway decent boyfriend in London is a total nightmare. If you know the latter, chances are you’ve already discovered the former. Londoners have the longest working hours in Europe, and the highest number of stress-related diseases to prove it. It’s hardly the setting for a romantic Barry White–type encounter—“You’re my first, you’re my last, you’re my intray?”—yet precisely because we spend the majority of our time in the office, inevitably this is where we’re hoping to meet Mr. Right. And failing to find him. Manners may maketh the man, but work unmaketh him pretty damn quick. It used to be exciting meeting someone in the office, but nowadays it means sifting through a pack of lifeless men so stressed and depressed that the only relationships they have the energy or confidence for are with their laptops and their lads’ mags. And we SIWWIDs (Single-Income Women, Working Instead of Dating) have bought into the whole “mustn’t try harder” myth: that being successful at work and having fun with our friends makes us independent and therefore unattractive to men. This really isn’t the case: It’s simply that the office—all floppy disks and soft launches—is not the place to find a satisfying relationship. Ten years ago when I moved from Australia back to England, I had to accept the sad truth that my marriage wasn’t moving back with me. But I knew my love affair with travel was a relationship that would flourish wherever I went, so I lost no time getting a job in the travel industry. I became spokesperson and head of PR for the guidebook company Lonely Planet Publications, as well as a travel writer and correspondent for the BBC.

And as I traveled to and from my office in London, and to and from my work overseas, I was struck by how much more interested in women foreign men are, compared with British men. At times it feels as if you can’t find a decent date in London to save your life, the bar being so low now that I mean any man who knows how to use a fork and possesses a matching pair of shoes, but you virtually have to fight them off with a stick in every other capital city around the world. I don’t want to sound like an international hussy here, and I’m not even vaguely God’s gift—I don’t have Britney’s butt or Melanie Griffiths’s lips…though, to be fair, neither does she. But it is so much easier to meet men when you’re abroad. Walk down the street in any other country and there’ll always be men checking you out, coming over, chatting you up. In London, the only guys who make eye contact with you are the inmates on the subway. I’m not saying British men are totally to blame: We women have to take some of the responsibility, too. There are only so many hours in the day, and chances are that if you have a successful career, it’s your job that takes up most of them. As the economy flourishes, are we in the grip of an emotional recession? Have we made our jobs the primary relationships in our lives, settling for so-so boyfriends because that’s all we have the time to either find or maintain?

I say we, but of course I mean I. Had I loved my job more than I loved my boyfriend? By putting in and getting back so much from my career, how much did I have left to give Kelly? And how much did I really need from him in return? If I had needed Kelly more, would I have been forced to accept sooner that the relationship sucked and saved myself from going through “Jen and Kel—The Crap Years”? I know this sounds terrible, but is it really possible to have a great relationship and a great job? And if not, which would you choose?

And to get back to talking about me again (oh, go on), if I was right and all the great relationships were wandering down streets in every country other than the one in which I lived, what was I going to do about it?

Before we go any further, I think we need to take a moment to discuss terms. It’s important to clarify exactly what I mean by great relationships. What I’m not talking about is a shag. One-night stands are the emotional kebabs of the relationship world: easy to get after the pubs close, leaving you feeling like rubbish for the next three days. No, I’m talking about meeting someone I actually like and want to get to know. Someone who makes me laugh, reads me bits out of the newspaper, will run out for tampons, lets me cut his hair (badly, once), has a bath while I sit on the loo seat cutting my/his toenails. Someone I’m willing to introduce to my friends. I’m talking about a Soul Mate. And I’m completely serious when I say I don’t believe he exists here in London.

If you think I’m being harsh and haven’t given the locals enough of a chance, or perhaps you’re new to London and are considering the perilous climb up Mount True Love yourself, I’ll outline the options. There are a number of well and wearily trodden paths to a new man. Your friends unconsciously reveal what they really think of you by the kind of someone I thought you’d like to meet man brought to dinner parties. Rather than catching up on your paperwork, you could squeeze in some best of a bad lot power-flirting on the commute to work (and be devastated when, even though you didn’t fancy him to begin with, he brushes you off). Maybe you’re considering signing up for online dating or going to places where you should, but absolutely never will, meet someone suitable? Since over the last year I’ve tried them all, I’ll share what I’ve learned with you. I’ve sat chatting to Belgian lawyers in Starbucks (willing them to be even a little more interesting); I’ve dabbled with online dating (where all the guys have done the Nick Hornby’s Guide to Women course and are single parents with angelic but troubled kids, or run small, quirky, yet failing businesses). I don’t even want to think about going to another cultural event (to meet graduates of the Tony Parsons’ Guide to Women course: bitterness over ex-wife, partially concealed by exterior of witty self-loathing, which in turn is momentarily obscured by an encyclopedic knowledge of early punk bands). Maybe you can tell me about evening classes. I can’t work out whether eligible guys need to do Woodwork 101 or if the classes will just be full of women like me. Likewise, I haven’t signed up for a fourteen-week religious or spiritual workshop and I won’t go near any therapy that involves garden hoses, buckets, or splash mats. I’m not looking to discover the meaning of life. Get karmic social services on to me, because I’m really not interested in my inner child. I just want a decent boyfriend. And by all means share your experiences with your girlfriends, but I am completely serious when I say that the actual task of searching for your Soul Mate, like getting your bikini line waxed, is strictly a one-woman job. It’s a selfish, solo occupation that can’t involve all your other single female friends. When too many of us in relationship recovery get together, new boyfriends are the last things on our minds. Instead we perpetuate and mythologize our misery, building a shrine to our exes out of empty wine bottles and Kettle Chip packets. I don’t want to talk about old relationships. I don’t want to spend months trying to understand what went wrong. If your car plunged through the median of the highway, you wouldn’t spend a year showing your friends photos of the happy days when it was safely parked outside your house. You’d just go out and buy another one. Get right back into the fast lane. Move on.

But we’re so busy working, we don’t have the time to find the person we want to move on with. So we turn to the labor-saving devices on the market, designed to lead us to Mr. Right in the small amount of time we have allocated to the task. A perfect example of this is online dating. Online dating seems convenient because you can do it surreptitiously from your desk, during meetings at work, or with flirtatious, drunken abandon when you get home in the early hours of Saturday morning. That’s pretty much where the convenience ends, though, because no matter how good the profile and nice the picture, you need to know more about him before deciding if he’s worth meeting. So, you chat back and forth via email, maybe send a text message or two, then you’re ready to talk on the phone. The first physical contact (i.e., ear-to-ear) is crunch-time since you can generally tell from his voice and conversation if you want to meet him or not. Unfortunately, it’s generally “not” but by this point you’re involved with him and finding a reason to end that involvement—even though you don’t know him—is cringingly hard (tip: keep a fictitious “unresolved ex” up your sleeve for these occasions). Hope turns to guilt as you become locked into a continuous and exhausting process of assessing candidates, like interviewing people for a job you know they’ll never get. And in the meantime, that’s another two hours a day spent in front of your computer. Something has to change. Enough of these relationship patches, which, like nicotine patches, stave off the need without satisfying any of the desire. I wanted a fantastic, glorious, wonderful relationship. Otherwise, what’s the point?

But for this to happen, I knew I needed to make a better job of meeting Mr. Right. I felt I’d tried everything in London. Maybe it was time for a more radical and far-reaching solution?

Rather than traveling to recover from Mr. Wrong, what if I went traveling to find Mr. Right? I mean, I was sure Fate had him out there waiting for me, so why was I wasting time in London moaning when I could be out in the world searching? I’d put my heart and soul into my job; maybe it was time I put the same amount of effort into my love life.

So, after some soul-searching, I quit my job at Lonely Planet. I had a new job now: finding my Soul Mate.

The business and management skills I’d developed over the years would most likely come in handy. Making programs for the BBC had honed my research and interviewing skills. Setting up and running Lonely Planet’s European publicity and promotional operations meant devising campaigns while jumping on and off planes to oversee launches and train staff, plus doing a ton of interviews and public speaking stints. Like anybody with a big, fat job, to do this well I’d had to be able to network, research, talk people into doing things they weren’t that keen on, time-manage, meet deadlines, budget, and plan.

So, traveling would be the answer to London’s dearth of suitable men, and my professional skills would hopefully lead me to possible candidates, eliminating the unsuitable, undesirable, and unstable from among them. But where should I start looking? I couldn’t just get off a plane in another country shouting, “Soul Mate, I’m here. Come and get me.” I was confident Fate had a number of them out there for me to meet (as I’ve already said, I believe we have more than one), but where, and who could they be?

I decided that the first step to answering this question was to work out who they had been. If finding my Soul Mate was now my job, as with any other job I’d need to put together an up-to-date résumé. A Relationship Résumé: a document that set out my romance history, giving me an insight into the kind of person I’d gone for in the past. In short, whom I dated and when; the role I undertook in the relationship and the reasons for leaving it. Based on that, I then needed to write a Soul Mate Job Description, outlining the position I was looking to fill. The task was too big for me alone, but I was hoping that my global network of friends would help. If I emailed them the Soul Mate Job Description, they could act as Date Wranglers, sending it out to their global network of friends and corralling suitable dates for me around the world.

The more I thought about it, the more I wondered why I hadn’t done this sooner.

Okay, the Relationship Résumé:

DATE: 1984–85

TITLE: First Love

COMPANY: William

MAJOR RESPONSIBILITIES: Going to festivals; riding around on the back of a motorbike; protesting at Greenham Common; finding politics; losing virginity.

REASONS FOR LEAVING: Laid off; replaced by someone who drank Bacardi Breezers.

DATE: 1985–89

TITLE: First Live-in Relationship

COMPANY: Peter

MAJOR RESPONSIBILITIES: Learning to cook; having lots of dinner parties; buying things for the flat; having Sunday lunch with his family; getting engaged.

REASONS FOR LEAVING: Applied for a position overseas.

DATE: 1989–95

TITLE: Wife

COMPANY: Philip

MAJOR RESPONSIBILITIES: Being spontaneous and not worrying too much about tomorrow; sharing adventures; being supportive of each other’s dreams; saying “No, Philip, that’s too crazy.”

REASONS FOR LEAVING: Was relocated back to the U.K.

DATE: January 1996

TITLE: Transition Relationship

COMPANY: Dan

MAJOR RESPONSIBILITIES: Drinking Jack Daniel’s and staying up very late; watching a lot of Tarantino films; listening to heavy-metal music; bursting into tears.

REASONS FOR LEAVING: Short-term contract.

DATE: February–June 1996

TITLE: Career Advisor

COMPANY: Edmund

MAJOR RESPONSIBILITIES: Going over to his house or sitting on the phone every night and listening to what he had written that day on his book. Criticism was not welcome, only attention and praise.

REASONS FOR LEAVING: Communication breakdown.

DATE: August 1996

TITLE: Fellow Adventurer

COMPANY: Jason

MAJOR RESPONSIBILITIES: Swapping travel stories and talking about all the crazy places we had been/both wanted to go.

REASONS FOR LEAVING: I met Jason a week before he was due to set off to pedal the planet for four years. NB: Carried out some freelance work for this company over Xmas.

DATE: 1997–98

TITLE: Company Trustee

COMPANY: Grant

MAJOR RESPONSIBILITIES: Listening to Grant complain about his ex-wife and how glad he was they had split up.

REASONS FOR LEAVING: They hadn’t split up.

DATE: 1999–2004

TITLE: Coco the Clown

COMPANY: Kelly

MAJOR RESPONSIBILITIES: Feeling everything was my fault and that I was too demanding/needy/neurotic/successful; believing things would get better if I could only understand what the problem was.

REASONS FOR LEAVING: I was unwilling to job-share.

Hmmm. Writing the Relationship Résumé had been an illuminating but not terribly uplifting experience: It looked like I hadn’t been in a good relationship for ages. For a moment I wondered if I was better off forgetting about romantic relationships and sticking to having fun with my millions of other single female friends.

But that was silly. My single friends wanted to be in a relationship as much as I did; even if I wimped out and stayed single, there was no guarantee they’d stay that way (and I hoped for all their sakes they wouldn’t—I wanted them to meet their Mr. Rights, too).

No, I wanted to be in a good relationship. I missed having that close connection with one person, feeling that I was at the center of something rather than bobbing around the edges. But I wanted one of the early happy-style relationships, not one of the hard, rubbish ones I seemed to have specialized in in recent years. Clearly the Soul Mate Job Description needed serious consideration if I was to avoid disappointment and disaster.

First I needed to decide on the kind of person I wanted to meet. Well, since I was five feet eleven, height was very important: I needed the chemistry when someone’s tall enough to put his arm around my shoulders—I absolutely could not date someone shorter than me. I wanted someone who was affectionate without being overbearing—such a hard one to get right. Someone who was smart, funny, and adventurous and had his own friends. Since divorced men have a marriage-shaped hole in their lives that they are looking to quickly fill, and single women have a disaster-shaped hole in their lives they want to keep empty for as long as possible, I didn’t want someone who was going to take me over completely.

What else? An interest in music was good, too much interest in TV was bad. I am a vegetarian, and although I don’t mind meat-eaters, anyone with a love of offal should probably not apply. I don’t like smokers (good-bye, Jean Pierre) but distrust anyone who doesn’t drink. They don’t have to have their own library card, but a few books on the shelf would be good (science fiction and self-help don’t count). I don’t mind guys who are slightly overweight, but “man breasts” are a complete no-no. Skinny guys are out: If their waists are smaller than my thighs, it’s not going to work. I quite like laid-back guys, but absolutely no slackers, potheads, or wannabe poets (if I want to see the beauty in anything, I’ll go to the Mac cosmetics counter, thank you very much). Sporty is good, but don’t expect me to come watch if it’s raining.

Having said all of that, I was open-minded and probably needed to challenge what I thought my type of man really was—with the exception of man breasts and offal; they were non-negotiable.

The next step was to assemble my network of Date Wranglers (DWs), including Belinda, Charlotte, Simon, Cath, Ian, Eleanor, Sara-Jane, Hector, Jeannette, Jo, Posh PR Emma, Paula, Sophie, Madhav, Jill, Matt, Lizzy, Grainne…All old friends, either in the travel industry or journalists who have worked overseas for years. These First-Generation Date Wranglers all had an extensive network of contacts and friends around the world, who would be either Dates or second- or third-generation Date Wranglers in their own right. I’d already talked to everyone about my plans, but it was now time to send out a briefing email and get the team to work.


Dear Date Wranglers

A few of you have asked what kind of person I’m looking to meet and what I want to do on the date (thank you, Sophie—José the Chilean sheep farmer sounds lovely. And Jo, yes, Jason the Buddhist lawyer in Nova Scotia might be perfect). I’ve pasted a Soul Mate Job Description below. Please read it carefully. If it sounds like a single someone you know anywhere in the world, and they’d be willing to date me, please let me know. I’ll then sit down with a list of potential Dates and pick the ones that look most promising and fall relatively easily into a route around the world. Dinner at my house on the 12th for questions/brainstorming/reality check.

Lots of love, J xx

Soul Mate Job Description

I am a 38-year-old writer living in London. I’ve done a bit of traveling over the years and am planning another big trip soon. When not schlepping my backpack on and off Indian trains, maxing my card at Macy’s, or eating gelati in Italy, I love London Life. Sunday papers and coffee with my friends, plus shows, gigs, and movies. I’m a bit sporty, especially running (though not very far or fast) and cycling (see “running”). I’m bad at spelling but good at cooking. I sing along to music and always seem to forget Xmas cards till the last minute. I’m fairly laid-back about most things, though get pathetically competitive playing poker.

And what am I looking for in a man?

I’m pretty tall at five foot eleven but old-fashioned enough to want to feel “ladylike,” so looking for someone over six foot. What else? Well, I’d like to meet someone who makes me smile, lets me read them bits out of the newspaper, has beliefs they’re willing to arm-wrestle for, and tells me interesting things I didn’t know. Like me, you’ll believe that life is short and you should make the most of it; unlike me, you’ll probably realize that TV isn’t real and remain calm when Lassie doesn’t come home. An interest in music and books is good, a sense of fun and adventure essential.



The response was instant, overwhelming, and very reassuring: everyone was fired up with suggestions and ideas. Maybe all my competitive friends just wanted to prove they each had the best contacts, but I actually think everyone genuinely wanted to help and believed that they had just the person for me.

Queries started flooding in. Sophie bluntly asked:

Do you want to sleep with them all or just dinner/chat about life etc…? Lemme know, it’ll influence who I put you onto. Love S


I have to be honest, this panicked me a bit. My journey had already been dubbed “Around the World in Eighty Lays” by most of my friends. I automatically replied with an It’s not about sex, it’s about romance mantra but was secretly worrying whether every date was going to end in a wrestling match.

Posh PR Emma rang and asked in cut-glass tones if I wanted to date a count. Her impeccable accent made the o completely silent. Realizing how it sounded, she kept repeating the question, which drew attention to the mispronunciation, making it worse. I felt like replying: “Ems, I’ve already dated so many.”

As my DWs went to work and word of what I was doing began buzzing around, potential dates started pouring in. Every morning I would log on to find up to a hundred emails from people looking to get involved.

First-generation DWs introducing me to second-generation DWs:

Jennifer, meet Abigail, she is the most high-flying woman in New York—head honcho, inspired party gal, groovy traveling companion of many years and dear, dear friend…AND I think she has the perfect date for you…she will tell you more…I can’t wait to hear the outcome…SJ xxxxxx


Third-generation DWs signing up and asking for basic clarification:

Does he need to speak English? Would you be willing to go on a ménage à trois with a translator? Hannah, emailing from Budapest


Giving me a wake up and smell the fertility reality check:

P.S. You say you don’t want to date men younger than thirty. I have two words for you: sperm motility. If you’re still in the race to have a child before, say, forty-five, you’ll need energetic critters rather than those about to retire. Leslie, emailing from Moscow


And forcing me to face the facts:

These are the details of the English lady I was telling you about: I hope she sounds interesting to you. She’s a very nice lady, aged thirty-eight (but this is quite normal in the U.K. to be old and still single)….


And so read the email trail between Alex and his friend Beaver in Lithuania.

At the same time that I was being contacted by DWs and their Dates, I was also out looking for myself, spending hours on the Internet researching places or events that might yield my Soul Mate. Anything to do with Love or a love of mine should have potential, I reasoned. I scoured the search engines like an intrepid love detective sleuthing for clues that would help me identify and locate my missing man. In some instances, this threw up dreadful red herrings. I am a huge devotee of the yeast spread Marmite, for example, and thought this might make me compatible with the man who ran a Marmite appreciation website in America:

I started the Marmite site because I take Marmite into work with me on a Friday (the company I work for supplies breakfast, mainly bagels though we do have toast as well and sometimes yogurt, though I don’t have Marmite with the yogurt. Just the bagels. And the toast, if they’ve run out of bagels). Other than eating Marmite, I write information management and delivery software for the Internet….


Thankfully, other leads proved to be more fruitful, such as the Costco Soul Mate Trading Outlet, one of the theme camps at the annual Burning Man Festival, held in the Nevada desert. I didn’t totally understand what they were about, but I did manage to establish that Costco was a kind of anarchic dating agency at the festival. The CEO, Rico Thunder, agreed that I could be part of their camp and work on their “front desk” in exchange for some light flirting duties. I felt I’d have some useful expertise to contribute by the time I’d made it through Europe and the West Coast of America to Nevada, plus I fully intended to skim off any suitable Soul Mates for myself. Rico also put me in touch with a Seattle-based audio engineer in TV sports who was one of the Costco crew. He matched my Soul Mate Job Description perfectly and emailed:


The things you write in your description could have been written by me! What is up with that?

Love: Cooking, building/restoring cars (just finished an Alfa), music, road trips

Hate: Working out (still do it), rigid people, being cold for long periods of time, speed bumps



The only way I could cope with the huge volume of correspondence was to ruthlessly compartmentalize. In the process of establishing a tentative rapport with the desirables and gently filtering out the inadvisables, Europe was given priority over America, which in turn took precedence over Australasia.

Big picture, that was how I saw my route working: Europe, U.S., Australasia. It wasn’t logical from a geographical point of view, but it made it possible to attend specific events at certain times, plus—as importantly—ensured that I’d always be traveling with the sun. This meant I could stay warm, pack light, and see people at their/my most foxy. There are valid reasons that all the feel-good songs—“Summer Breeze,” “Summer Lovin”—“Summer of ’69”—are written about the summer rather than the miserable winter months. Who looks good with chapped lips and a scarf?

Communication all had to be via email: It was the only way I could keep track of what I’d said to whom, and reply to people in my own time rather than real time. Most people were fine with this but occasionally someone insisted that we had to speak on the phone:

I don’t want to rush you but I much prefer speaking as opposed to typing. Feel free to call me on 877-722-****. Toll-free USA. In Canada or elsewhere 561-178-****. Christopher, Florida


This always put me in a spin. I didn’t really have the time for more than a single conversation with any one person and there was no way they’d just want to talk once; inevitably they’d want to know all about me as well as when I was coming over, how long I was staying, and all the other details of my trip. But I didn’t have answers to these questions yet, and the stress of organizing this mammoth undertaking was taking its toll as I comfort-ate, putting the “ate” in “date” just at the time I really needed to look my best.

I was tentatively working toward a route that would start in the Netherlands, head up through Scandinavia, then down through Mediterranean Europe and central Europe and on to the States. This was just guesswork, though, because—for example—until Henk in Amsterdam got back from his skiing trip, I had no way of knowing if he was free on the 27th? If he was, that would mean I’d be able to make it down to see Frank on the Belgian border, thereby arriving in Barcelona in time to meet Carlos before he set off for his conference in Russia:

…though I am in with my good friends in St. Petersburg and maybe it would be that you like to join us there if you are in a visit to this place?


I just needed everyone to stay still long enough to give me an answer that would allow me to include them in or eliminate them from my itinerary. Then—knowing they were locked in—I could work out who, logically, I should see next. And that was just the dating side of it. My friend Karin, who worked at the Netherlands tourist board, was hugely helpful in trying to work out how I would get between three dates spread over two hundred fifty miles:

I’ve been looking for public transport facilities from Schiphol to the Efteling and from the Efteling to the Keukenhof and I must say it’s not good news…. It will take you two and a half hours to get from Schiphol to the Efteling and three hours to get from the Efteling to the Keukenhof. I knew it would be bad as you have to use both trains and buses, but I didn’t know it would be this lousy. A taxi is not really an alternative, that will be really expensive, but I was thinking you could maybe rent a car for two or three days. Do you have your driver’s license and would it be a good idea? I’ve attached an information sheet with car rental companies at Schiphol and in Amsterdam. If you like the idea, you could phone them and ask for prices. If you do prefer to use public transport I can tell you exactly which trains and buses you have to take, so just let me know.


I felt guilty, as she clearly wanted me to make a decision and all I could do was be vague and noncommittal. The problem was that she was asking about the minutiae of one aspect of three dates while I was in a totally different place, struggling to get the big picture straight on all aspects of all eighty dates. It felt akin to being dragged from a burning building by the emergency services, only to have them demand back an overdue library book.

With so many options and nothing actually nailed down, I started feeling the enormity of what I was attempting. I was getting a tad tense trying to stay focused while having to remain upbeat and chatty corresponding with the avalanche of potential dates. I knew I wouldn’t get much in the way of sympathy (“Help, I am being hounded by an endless supply of eligible, international bachelors, all wanting to date me….”), but even if I’d been foolish enough to ask, I wouldn’t have got anyone’s attention at this point. Brimming with enthusiasm and support, the DWs had gone off on a mission of their own.

I had clearly said I wanted to date my Soul Mate and explained in detail who that person was. But suddenly, girlfriends were less interested in helping me find my ideal man and more interested in helping themselves live out a cherished fantasy. They had found a way to date The One Who Could Have Been.

Could Haves are those intense, poignant relationships that, for some reason, never get acted upon. But despite this, or maybe because of it, these people become imbued with an aura of exquisite perfection that only increases as the years go by. A pocket of my (mostly married) DWs had just realized that I could go on the date they had always longed for. No guilt on their part, plus I would be able to tell them afterward if the date was as blissful as they had always imagined.


Jen, I have always, always had a huge crush on Paul but we were never single at the same time. You lucky girl, he’s free now—I want to know EVERYTHING. Lucinda xxx

P.S. Get him to take you to the Dove—we always used to go there together for drinks after work; it’s really romantic. Sit at the table by the window. The chardonnay’s great. Order the fish.



Or they’d become distracted by their own idea of what the optimum Soul Mate was like, rather than working to mine: “Oh, you should date a circus performer,” Dea said with great conviction, no explanation, and a faraway look in her eye. “Ohmigod, you could date a tramp,” Jo exploded, then gazed off in a similarly mute manner, lost in her own thoughts.

Clearly, I needed to get them to refocus, and I knew the only way this would happen would be if I made them competitive about coming up with the best Dates. I sent another email to the group:


I am so grateful to you all for coming up with such great contacts, and the current joint favorites for the (Little Black) Booker Prize are Paul Mansfield and Belinda Rhodes. Eleanor Garland pulled away from the pack toward the end of last week, though, and is now gaining fast.

I am now fully dated up for N. America and Australia. Holland is looking good, too. Can anyone help with France, Germany, Spain, and Italy? How about Asia—HK, Thailand, and Singapore?



Thankfully, this led to a fresh deluge of dates, but also to a new phenomenon: Date Wrangler Anxiety. Hector, a journalist friend at China Daily, emailed from Beijing, frustrated that he didn’t seem to be able to come up with any good dates. He felt he was letting me down and not being a good friend. “Write an article about it,” I suggested. “Interview me about why I’m doing it and include my Soul Mate Job Description, and then anyone who thinks they’re ‘it’ can email me at a special email address I’ll create.” Overwhelmed by the greater task in hand and consigning it to the I’ll worry about it when I’m on to Australasia pile, I promptly forgot all about the conversation. Until two weeks later, when Hector sheepishly sent me a link for that day’s paper. On the cover was a huge picture of me, smiling vacantly. Underneath, the caption read: IS THERE A MAN IN CHINA TO SATISFY THIS WOMAN?

Most of the time that I was working on setting up this International Tour of Shame, as I’d affectionately come to think of it, I was too engrossed and in the zone to think about anything else. But occasionally there were stone-cold moments of sober clarity, when it really hit me how it must have looked to other people.

The China Daily cover was one of them. I sat in front of my computer, shocked and rather ashamed, wondering why I had started this crazy adventure in the first place. But then, as the responses to the article started pouring in, I was once again too frantic keeping up with the task at hand to have any more perspective or qualms.

Replies ranged from Tom in Hong Kong:

I am currently seeing someone but we don’t really get on that well and on the off-chance I’ve split up with her by the time you get here, can we please stay in touch?


And Larry, the pilot:

I’ve seen your picture. You’re not that good-looking and you make no effort with your hair; I like that kind of confidence in a woman and I’ll definitely date you. But don’t expect to go to expensive restaurants or be a nosy parker and talk about me to my friends.


To Tan, the businessman:

I look forward to meeting a western woman, so different from Asian women: you with your “fuller” body and more voluptuous breasts. In a country of billions, you will certainly stand out.


Well, my comfort eating was getting out of hand now, and I was putting on so much weight I’d started wondering if I should just cut out the middleman and staple the cookies directly onto my thighs. Despite the weight gain, however, I felt sure I lacked the prized voluptuousness that would make me a worthy ambassador for Breast Western. And the idea that a billion people were going to be disappointed with my cleavage was frankly too much pressure to be dealing with right now.

Fortunately, I was saved from dwelling on this thought because a combination of brute force and plaintive begging had finally pulled my European schedule loosely together. There was still a huge amount to be done: I knew who I was meeting and where, but still had no idea where I was staying when I arrived, or, indeed, in most cases how I would arrive at all. I accepted that I would have to work this out along the way.

It was time to start dating.








Chapter Two

The Netherlands

[image: 28]

Date #2—The real Prince

Charming in Eftelling, Holland




He ordered for both of them: “Two toast with butter and…d’you want a coffee, Debs?” She nodded without looking up from her handbag-rummaging. “And two coffees: a latte coffee and an ordinary one.”

The North Terminal of Gatwick Airport didn’t exactly smack of romance, but it positively reverberated with relationships and everyday intimacies. It was awash with people who had shared many breakfasts and went on holiday together without giving it a second thought. Booked on the 7:30 a.m. to Amsterdam, I was sitting on my own, ordering my own breakfast and feeling a touch out of sorts. I hadn’t started out on my Dating Odyssey yet, but I couldn’t quite suppress the small voice in my head that whispered: It’s not too late—you don’t have to go through with this.

Like getting a tattoo, I sensed, once I began this journey there would be no turning back. I would be changed forever. The problem was that I had no idea whether the change was going to be good or bad, and that uncertainty was unnerving.

Debs and “ordinary coffee” husband were on my left. On my right, a guy my age was sitting on his own, reading Q, my favorite music magazine. I glanced at the remains on his plate: It looked like he was a vegetarian too. Did I really need to travel around the world to meet somebody? Wasn’t it just possible that this man right next to me could turn out to be my Soul Mate? I sighed impatiently, disgusted with myself as I pulled on my jacket and signaled the waitress for the bill. I loathed people who relied on palmists or tea-leaf readers to “learn” what was wedged up the sleeve of Fate for them. Yet there I was, divining my future among the smears of ketchup and greasy remains of a vegetarian sausage. Exactly how desperate had I become?

Desperate enough to go around the world in eighty dates, I told myself matter-of-factly as I pushed a tip under the plate, picked up my bags, and started the long walk to flight BA8111 and Date #1.

Date #1: Henk—Amsterdam, Holland

I was staying at Amsterdam House, a comfortably quirky hotel on a quiet part of the Amstel River, in the old diamond district. You could sit in the lounge flicking through piles of magazines, drink great coffee, and watch the world go by. Well, you could, I couldn’t: I was up in my tiny attic room, waiting to get the call from reception that would announce the arrival of Henk, my first date.

I met Henk through Sandrine, a third-generation DW whom I’d initially acquired through Belinda. Henk and I had emailed back and forth a couple of times, but all I really knew about him was that he was balding, sporty, and confident.

I started up my laptop to look at the photo he’d emailed, saved into a regional file along with those of all the others I was dating in that location. He looked quite cute. I wondered why he was single. And if he worried about it; he didn’t look the neurotic type. I also wondered—and I know this sounds terrible—if I could go out with a bald man.

Wondered was about my level of interest and anxiety over what I was shortly to do. I didn’t feel at all nervous, more detached with a sense of curiosity, an eagerness to get on with it, and a wish that I’d had time to go round the shops I’d passed on the way to the hotel.

In short, I was in denial.

Although the knowledge that I had a date with Prince Charming tomorrow, with Willem the next day, and so on, took a lot of pressure off: If the date didn’t go well, there’d be another along soon enough. What I was doing was a form of speed-dating, but more far-reaching: “Today’s Monday and Rome, you must be Date Number 12.”

I had no idea what we were going to do on this date and, security aside—one of the reasons I set up dates through friends and carried a cell phone with me at all times—that was fine by me. I’d served my time planning thoughtful, lovely treats for boyfriends; I was really happy to have someone else in charge—and to learn to be okay with the results.

Thirty minutes had passed and Henk was late. I still wasn’t nervous but I did wish he’d hurry up and get here. It was now 11:50 a.m. and I had perfected my “Henk…it is so great to finally meet you” smile; I was done with all the clothing crises my limited wardrobe allowed. I’d hidden my new duty-free Mac lip gloss in the bottom of my bag; I’d been applying it for over an hour to pass the time. If he tried to kiss me now, his face would skid off mine so fast, he’d get whiplash.

Peering out the window, I saw no sign of anyone who looked like Henk. Time to go to the loo one more time? I was hungry but didn’t know whether to eat or not. This was a drawback of not knowing what we were doing: If I didn’t eat, guaranteed we’d go for a ten-mile hike; if I did, he’d immediately take me for a meal. Mulling it over, I unwrapped yet another gorgeous little spice cookie and found myself hoping we’d go for a beer.

Ummmm, yes, a beer. Suddenly I really wanted a drink. God, if I was like this watching out for all the Dates, I’d be a three-hundred-pound alcoholic by the end of the trip: from Date Watcher to Weight Watchers in eighty easy lessons.

The phone rang. Reception. Henk was here.

I was determined not to get tongue-tied and nervous, so before I had the chance I grabbed my bag and a jacket and, slamming my room door shut, ran down three flights of stairs to the lobby.

Henk was waiting for me, looking a little nervous himself. “Don’t think about it, don’t think about it,” I was chanting in my head as, ignoring the amused look on the receptionist’s face, I walked over to shake Henk’s outstretched hand and thereby officially commit to my dating fate.

Henk was about six foot three, with an athletic build, blond hair, blue eyes, and a nice smile. My very first thought was: not as bald as I imagined, nice-looking, tall and rangy, a bit preppy, sensitive. “I have a boat with me,” he said, smiling shyly. Beaming appreciatively in response, I was groaning inwardly: Even looking at a boat makes me want to throw up. As Henk helped me onto the thirty-five-foot barge, he added: “I thought I’d take you on a bit of a spin around the canals and we’d have something to eat along the way.”

Out of the hamper by his feet, he pulled sashimi, strawberries, and champagne. The date had begun.

I was touched. He had obviously put a lot of effort into making the date as romantic as possible. Unfortunately—and I didn’t say this to him—it was more someone else’s idea of romantic. I’ve always wanted to be one of those women sophisticated enough to function on a diet of protein and alcohol, but as a lactose-intolerant, lapsed Catholic vegetarian, I’m sadly more of a potato-and-bread girl, with a limited capacity for raw fish. But that was the old me. So, sailing up Prinsengraacht, I settled back in the sunshine and smiled at Henk as he passed me a glass of champagne as chilled as the music on the boat’s MP3 player. We toasted each other’s health and I silently toasted the elegant new me: Watery Hepburn.

Floating past the flower market full of roses and sunflowers, the queues outside Anne Frank’s house, the red-light district packed with drunk British men (T-shirts declaring they were on “Steve’s Stag Weekend”), I asked Henk about his relationship history. People on bridges smiled down indulgently, thinking us the perfect couple, while Henk described how he had been happy with his first long relationship at university but wasn’t ready to settle down. His next relationship was a bit of a disaster: The girl had been intense and spiritual and it hadn’t worked out, but he’d stayed in touch with her. His next girlfriend had treated him badly but he was crazy about her. (“She was very passionate,” he said helplessly, then added rather alarmingly, “You remind me of her a lot.”)

As Henk expertly navigated the waterways, I thought of the last time I’d been to Amsterdam. It had been with Kelly: We’d argued fiercely about who knows what and I’d stormed off in the pouring rain. Why had Kelly never done anything like this? And, having to ask that, why then did I still miss him?

Meanwhile Henk sailed on, turning us into endless canals, reliving endless romances. It was cold and dark now; we’d been on the water for about seven hours. Although I hadn’t felt quite as sick as I’d first anticipated, an unhappy blend of sashimi and champagne swirled ominously in the pit of my stomach as I listened with a growing sense of impatience while Henk talked. It dawned on me that other people’s love lives are like other people’s dreams: only interesting if you’re in them, and then only if they’re good. I started feeling a bit disheartened: Another seventy-nine of these conversations to go…

I didn’t want to be mean. I had actually really enjoyed being on the water with Henk. But I didn’t fancy him, it was getting cold, and I had to be up early to drive to Date #2 tomorrow morning. Fortunately, at this point Henk told me he’d booked a sofa at the Supper Club, which gave me the excuse to say, “I’ve had a great time, but I have to say good night.” I could tell he was disappointed, but he was a good guy and turned the boat around obediently to start sailing back to the hotel.

We got back just before 9 p.m. and Henk helped me (as I shook uncontrollably from the cold) onto the towpath. Thanking him—with an effusion born of guilt—for a wonderful day, I suddenly realized we had entered the Long Good-bye, that awkward time at the end of a date when he wants to kiss you, but you don’t want to kiss him. I have always been completely hopeless at getting this right and, as someone about to date eighty men, I needed to fast-track this skill. I’d always opted for the Quick Peck and Hug (QPH) maneuver, the one where you say, “Okay, thanks for a lovely evening,” give him a quick kiss on the cheek, then dodge into a hug before he can lock his mouth onto yours. This was an utterly rubbish technique that could go on for days, as the man let you hug him but then kept talking to you, so you had to endlessly start over.

Henk deftly neutralized my QPH. I admitted defeat and agreed to another date with him two days later, knowing I’d be on a plane when the time came. I felt bad but was too cold to come up with a better plan.

Date #2: Frank—Efteling, Holland

Horribly early the next morning, I picked up a rental car from Schiphol airport and drove south toward the Belgian border for Date #2.

I’d heard about a place called Efteling: an amusement theme park and hotel designed around classic national and international fairy tales. I’d arranged to spend the night in the Sleeping Beauty Suite, and my patient friend Karin had set me up to date the guy who played Prince Charming at the park.

I felt a little uneasy about Henk (I should have just said no, rather than copping out and making him think we’d have another date—note to self: Be firmer), but it was a gorgeous spring morning and soon I was enjoying the uncomplicated feeling of being on the road again.

That feeling lasted about ten minutes.

My pastoral appreciation of fields, churches, and cows was soon completely overshadowed by the discovery that the Dutch, mostly a calm, liberal, egalitarian people, evidently treated motorways as the place to exercise their ids and drove like complete maniacs. Cars shot across lanes into tiny spaces between the speeding vehicles without any warning or regard for safety. Convoys of huge trucks randomly (or so it seemed to me) honked their horns, making me increasingly paranoid that either the trunk was open and my luggage was spilling out or I was breaking some vital Dutch driving law. Or were they just being friendly? I had no idea and it was very disconcerting. I arrived at Efteling late, harassed, and somewhat distracted.

As ever, I overcompensated by being very businesslike. I swept into the lobby of the Golden Tulip Hotel and up to the front desk. “My name is Jennifer Cox,” I told the neat-looking receptionist briskly, “I’m here to date Prince Charming.”

I knew how ridiculous it sounded, but it had been a trying morning, and I gave her a look that stated very clearly: “Say ‘Ooooh, aren’t we all’ and I will disembowel you where you stand.”

But she didn’t. Instead she smiled sympathetically and said: “Ah yes, we’ve been expecting you, Ms. Cox. I’m sorry, but I have some bad news: Prince Charming has unexpectedly been taken ill. But please don’t worry, he has arranged for his friend Frank, who runs the local bike shop, to date you instead. He’s waiting for you over there.”

As she pointed somewhere over my shoulder, I sagged against the counter and squinted at her in uncomprehending astonishment. This was not good. Really not good at all. I’m not a hippie, but I do believe in karma: When Prince Charming can’t be bothered to show up and is replaced last minute by the local bike mechanic, romance is not writ large in the stars.

“Be calm,” I told myself evenly and unconvincingly. “Fate is just testing you to make sure you’re serious.” I took a deep breath and turned to Frank, who was sitting patiently waiting to introduce himself. I forced a weak, wobbly smile onto my face as I walked over to meet him. My first impression was that he was nervous (who could blame him?) and a bit thin. He looked good when he stood up, though: about six feet two, with slightly curly, reddish hair and very blue eyes. He looked shy but not wimpy (I hate wimpy) and surprised me by taking my hand and saying firmly: “Come with me, Jennifer, I’m going to date you.”

And that’s exactly what he did.

 

Efteling theme park dated back to 1952 and was full of your regular fairies and Red Riding Hoods, but also, weird, freakish gargoyles called Laafs, who were a sort of cherished national goblin. The park had the air and appearance of a 1970s Disney Does Brueghel fantasy—rather dated and a bit disturbing—but in a nice way, with lots of bright flowers and excited schoolkids running around.

Frank walked me round the gargoyles and daffodils with a sense of purpose. He had planned where we should go and was quietly in charge (which I liked). But I’d been up for five hours, had eaten nothing all day (the whole pre-date “To eat or not to eat” question again), and was really starting to feel the effects. Noticing I was getting a little vague, Frank took me to a cafeteria by a huge aviary.

Food is always a nightmare for me in Europe: There’s either too much dairy (France), too much meat (Germany), or too much lard (pretty much anywhere east of Zurich). There was nothing I really wanted but I’d left it too late to be fussy, so bought us both smoked-salmon open sandwiches. Feeling a little faint, I went to take my first bite and the sandwich slipped out of my hand. Lightning reflexes honed by seven years on the school softball team kicked in as I caught the sandwich in its upward trajectory, snatching it out of the air. The salmon, however, continued to fly pancake-esque upward. It flipped over lazily before plummeting back down and slapping wetly onto the back of my hand, covering it completely like some vile-smelling glove. I stared at it helplessly. You don’t eat food that’s been on the floor, but what’s the protocol for food that’s been worn? Frank, who had stood quietly watching my freakish display, reached over, un-peeled the fish from my hand, and folded it back onto the top of the sandwich.

“Shall we walk as we eat?” he asked politely. I nodded meekly and we set off to explore.

Once I’d eaten, I started to relax and enjoy myself. The park was great: Dream Ride was a fairy kingdom full of scary porn fairies with open mouths; Panda Dream was a highly inventive 3D film, in which Martin Luther King was reincarnated as a panda concerned about the environment. My favorite ride was the “Arabic” boat trip along an indoor river that sailed past scenes from Tales of 1,001 Nights.

We cruised around blind corners scented with apple incense, into market scenes where cheesy shop-window dummies with rolling eyes jerked stiffly on magic carpets. We sailed out of one dark, smoky tunnel between the legs of a huge genie, whose vast jowls hung down over us, disconcerting, like giant testicles.

The ride reduced us to helpless, conspiratorial giggles. Suddenly, I didn’t resent that I’d been stood up by Prince Charming, as Frank was turning out to be the male equivalent of Cinderella: a slow burner full of fun. Earlier in the day he’d touched my shoulder a few times to make a point, and at the time the intimacy had made me feel uncomfortable. Now when he did it, I felt relaxed and fond of him.

Despite the fact that I was having a good time, by 6 p.m. the spring air had grown cold and we were flagging, so Frank suggested we return to the hotel bar for a drink. Finding a table by the window and ordering wine, we were chatting and laughing easily by now. As we sat with our heads close together, Frank said something I didn’t catch. I turned and leaned closer to hear him better. Without warning he took my face in his hands and kissed me full on the mouth. I genuinely wasn’t expecting this at all and I gasped out loud in shock (though not unpleasantly surprised).

“You can’t kiss me in the bar,” I spluttered, pulling away and laughing.

“Where would you like me to kiss you?” Frank replied with a challenging smile.

I know this is going to sound completely naïve, but I hadn’t even thought about what I’d do if someone kissed me. It wasn’t that I didn’t like Frank—I did—but I had another date in twelve hours. I had already started to detach emotionally and was really looking forward to the peace and quiet of my room. I needed some time out to curl up in bed with a beer, chips, and a movie, not talking to anyone at all.

Although I knew I was staying in the Sleeping Beauty Suite (cute and silly, with a spinning wheel in one corner and a life-size snoring knight in another), there hadn’t been time to check in yet. While Frank and I were in Kiss Negotiations, the hotel manager chose this moment to walk over with my stowed luggage and introduce himself.

“Good evening, Ms. Cox,” he said cheerfully. “We hope you are enjoying yourself?” I blushed guiltily as he continued, “I just wanted to let you know, we have moved you from the Sleeping Beauty Suite to the Bridal Suite. We are sure you will enjoy the room.” And, with a smile, he walked away.

The Bridal Suite was the one with the huge rotating bed and the Jacuzzi in the middle of the room. I didn’t even have a chance to react—Frank was on his feet. “Let’s go,” he urged.

Suddenly it felt as if the date had accelerated past me and I was having trouble keeping up. “Frank, you are NOT coming to my room,” I told him firmly, though feeling extremely flustered.

Frank acted as if he hadn’t heard me. “Come on,” he said. “I want to kiss you.”

That he was so confident and focused disoriented me completely. “Frank,” I squeaked, struggling to stay calm and sound like I meant what I said. “There is no way I’m going to sleep with you.”

And I meant it: Frank was cute and he was fun, but he wasn’t The One. But even as I said it, I was aware that Frank was compellingly sexy. God, I really hadn’t thought through the whole attraction thing.

“Why not?” he asked, sensing my confusion and smiling lazily, like a cat not so much with the cream but with the entire cow. At gunpoint.

I breathed hard, gripping the edge of the table to steady myself. “Because I dated a guy yesterday, I’m dating another guy tomorrow, and I’m dating another seventy-seven after that. I can’t sleep with all the Dates; what would that make me?” I beseeched indignantly.

But Frank had no pity. “I’m not asking you to sleep with all the Dates,” he replied reasonably, stroking my hand almost sympathetically, “just this one.”

God, he was good. This was like being back at a school disco with the cute bad boy trying to charm you out of your knickers with the selfish logic of, “Well you’ll be taking them off later anyway…”

I had to act fast. I jumped to my feet, grabbed my suitcase, and ran to the lift. Frank got there first. We were both laughing and flushed now. There was dangerous electricity that crackled between us, growing by the second.

“Frank, you are not getting in the lift with me,” I said firmly as the lift doors opened. Frank and I got in. The doors closed. Frank didn’t say a word; he just turned, pushed his weight against me, and started kissing me with a slow, hard certainty that made my head spin.

As the lift ascended, Frank and I staggered from wall to wall, locked in a deep, wet passion that lasted eight floors.

I fell out the doors as they opened on my floor, face red from Frank’s stubble and eyes wild from the excitement. I was having trouble focusing. I had a teaspoon of self-control left, though, and I knew I had to exert it. “Frank, stay in the lift,” I commanded hoarsely, swallowing hard. He looked at me steadily, his hair messed, his mouth wet, and his foot jammed in the lift door.

Then, coolly maintaining eye contact, Frank stepped out of the lift. The doors closed behind him and he started walking toward me. I was lost; there was no way I was going to be able to keep resisting him. And, if I’m honest, I was starting to wonder why I was even trying.

I was transfixed and helpless as he moved toward me.

But suddenly, the mood was broken by the noisy chatter of a Dutch family rounding the corner, a nice-looking young couple with two kids under ten. They stopped their animated conversation abruptly and looked at us uncertainly. They must have sensed the tension in the air, and hesitated in front of the lift next to us. They asked Frank something in Dutch which could well have been: “Did you just kiss the face clean off that woman?” but was probably just “Are you getting in or out of the lift?”

The lift doors opened, and Frank stepped away from them, taking my arm as the family got in. I knew we were at the point of no return: With my last shred of willpower, I shoved Frank hard, making him stumble back into the lift. As the doors slid shut, Frank and the family all stood staring at me in astonishment. I grabbed my bags, ran to my room, and locked the door behind me.

I sat on the bed panting, then, catching sight of myself in the mirror, burst out laughing: I looked like I was on the school playground, resting in the middle of a game of kiss-chase. And kissing was good. But on a first date, anything more than kissing seemed a bit much. It wasn’t that anything more was completely out of the question, it was more that I imagined it would be tender and romantic and with The One. I was two dates in and both had ended in a tussle, with the Dates wanting to go further and me just wanting to go. Maybe my friends were right to call my journey “Around the World in Eighty Lays.” But it was no big deal: I’d just forgotten what it was like to date; in future I’d be more prepared. Actually, in many ways it was quite reassuring—the world might have changed a lot since I was a teenager, but dating didn’t seem to have changed at all.

The next day, before I left, I checked my emails. There was a lovely one from Frank telling me in broken English how much he had enjoyed our date and how he hoped:

…to meat you again.


I believed him.

Date #3: Willem—Keukenhof, Holland

Another early start heading northwest to Keukenhof, the famous tulip fields that have graced a thousand postcards. There had been a silly misunderstanding with my Dutch friend Birgit. I’d told her briefly over the phone what I was doing, and she thought I’d said I was looking for my Soil Mate. She knows I love my teeny backyard and just assumed it was a gardening thing and had set me up to date Willem, a gardener at Keukenhof.

Once I got past my eye-rolling about the date and started thinking about what Willem might be like, I was actually pretty excited. I imagined a sun-beaten, Lawrencian antihero: dirt under his nails; shirt pulled back roughly over his strong forearms; and the little eye contact that was made would be both mocking and smoldering.

Still dizzy from nearly being Franked, I happily daydreamed as I drove, cramming sweet almond-studded rolls filled with cinnamon cream into my mouth. I was not going to start this date digestively vulnerable. I was going to be prepared and ready.

It was another beautiful day and—like a plague of locusts off buzzing another field—the crazy drivers and hooting truckers had vanished. Sunny fields of cows and windmills, gorgeous churches with proudly domed roofs, and canals bobbing with pretty barges, all hinted at a life lived less hectically.

I was in a great mood but a bit tired, mainly from the effort of emoting and drawing the Dates out of themselves. And the dates had been long, too, both lasting most of the day and well into the evening. That’s not a date, that’s a DAY.

I had to find a different way to run the dates, I thought: One, limit the amount of time we had together, and, two, not let them talk about their old girlfriends too much. It would end up being exhausting otherwise and not much fun for either of us. Being able to talk through their Relationship Résumés was probably quite therapeutic for the Dates, though. Being a dumpee is the very definition of self-absorption, and here I was, some stranger parachuted in for a day, encouraging them to open up about things their friends were probably sick to death of hearing about.

But it would be a big disappointment if that’s all I did over the eighty dates: got dressed and Mac’d up just to listen to other people’s problems. You know, it’s funny, I’d focused on how much effort it had been setting up the dates, but it was only just dawning on me how much work going around the world in eighty dates could actually turn out to be. I really hoped it was going to be more fun than having eighty trapped in the kitchen at a party conversations. I almost wanted to speed-date all eighty for ten minutes, then just have a proper date with the top ten. But I’d be cheating Fate and shortchanging myself that way: I’d only meet my Soul Mate if I entered fully into the spirit of my Dating Odyssey, no holds barred.

Meanwhile, all this pondering had distracted me from reading the map properly and, as a result, I got lost on the ring road around Rotterdam and arrived in Keukenhof an hour late for meeting Willem.

I screeched to a halt in the parking lot and raced through the front gate, barely taking the time to check my hair and makeup. A sweet old man, unsteady on his walking stick, chatted about the seven million bulbs that had been planted at Keukenhof that spring, as he led me to the walled garden where Willem was waiting for me.

Willem was not what I expected.

Less Lawrence, more landed gentry, Willem had reddish hair, green eyes, and pale skin. He was wearing a tweed jacket over a crisp, white shirt and pressed trousers. He also wore an expression that said he would rather be absolutely anywhere but here.

He rose formally from the wooden bench as I approached, and stiffly held out his right hand to shake mine. In his left he held a beautiful tulip. Long-stemmed and luxurious, its feathery yellow head pouted engorged lips like clams. I smiled, thinking how beautiful it was, and he caught me admiring it. “This is what we Dutch men traditionally give on blind dates,” he said self-consciously in a voice that was deep and educated. I had no idea if he was serious or not, but noting his discomfort and sympathizing (let’s face it, it was a bizarre situation), I smiled encouragingly and waited for him to give me the flower.

But he didn’t give me the flower. Instead, he sat back down on the bench, smoothing out the creases in his impeccable trousers and straightening his cuffs. Feeling more than a little disconcerted, I followed his lead and sat down next to him. Together we surveyed the rippling rows of nodding tulips stretching up to meet the weak spring sunshine. Row upon row of frilled heads: lilac, black, yellow, white shot with scarlet, some feathery, some furled, puckered tight, some blown and fading, all color and life spent. It was magnificent, and, in a way, an intimate and emotional sight to share.

The atmosphere between Willem and me, however, was anything but intimate. It was completely silent and increasingly awkward. I was waiting for him to take the lead, but not only did he show no indication he would, he showed no indication that he even knew I was there.

“Do you know why I’m here?” I asked brightly, trying to hide the hurt I felt at his distant attitude and determined to break the mood.

“Not really,” he replied stiffly with the dignified resignation of a highly decorated military man who, due to circumstances beyond his control or understanding, now finds himself selling sex toys in a shop in Soho.

“Well,” I said brightly, taking a deep breath and launching into an explanation that was meant to be both reassuring and intriguing. “It’s just we all work so hard,” I trilled. “We have no time for love, so I’m traveling the world dating people to see if I can find my Soul Mate.”

I finished with a flourish and turned, expecting to see Willem smiling, relaxed, and ready to talk. Clearly I had fallen short of the tone I was striving for: Willem was still surveying the flowerbed, staring ahead stonily but now with a grim expression that unflatteringly hovered somewhere between disgust and disbelief. It was as if I’d suggested we both take off our underpants and look at each other’s bottoms. A moment passed. Then another. Not a word was said. I sat rigid with rising panic, feeling a wave of hot shame wash over me, completely and horribly mortified. And this was only Date #3.

Willem, maybe sensing my distress, maybe just wanting to end his own, got to his feet.

“Shall we have some lunch?” he asked politely. I nodded gratefully, misery robbing me of the ability to speak. As we walked past the raspberry posies that peppered the rhododendron and the soft papery apricot of the azaleas, I watched Willem take the tulip he had picked for but not actually given to me. As he walked, he neatly and methodically folded the flower over and over and over on itself until its broken stem and crushed head were no more than a ruined, sap-bleeding ball. I pretended not to notice when he silently dropped it into a trash bin at the side of the path and continued marching without breaking his stride.
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