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The Search Begins

As soon as I walked into the bar, I knew which one he was.

It wasn’t just the fact that he was the only guy in the room sitting on his own, nor was it the quite hideous shiny green suit he was wearing, which signalled loud and clear that we were destined never to meet again.

It was the air of hopeless optimism that surrounded him, that strange combination of anticipation and resignation which is carried by all single people out on a blind date. It was the feeling that ‘This could be the one; this could be the person I’ve been looking for, who will take me away from all this and will mean I never have to do anything as soul-destroying and torturous as this again?’ mixed with ‘but I know it won’t be and this whole evening will do nothing but put another dent in my already rather battered self-esteem’.

I’d only agreed to such an ego-crushing experience myself because the sister paper of the newspaper I worked for was running a weekly ‘Blind Date’ column in its magazine. The paper was finding it increasingly hard to track down volunteers prepared to go out for the evening with a complete stranger and have their picture taken, before sharing their thoughts on how it had gone with the whole of London’s commuter population. Even the prospect of a free dinner and drinks wasn’t enough to persuade people to apply, so the editor of the column had been reduced to sending desperate emails around the office, begging for someone – anyone! – to step forward for the good of the newspaper.

The final email had caught me at a particularly vulnerable moment. I’d not long split up with my long-term boyfriend Patrick in one of those awful ‘hack into his emails and discover he’s seeing other women’-type break-ups. For some reason, we were still occasionally sleeping together, partly because I still fancied him and partly because it had ended so abruptly it had thrown my whole sense of self into shock, and now I was trying to end it on a smoother gradient, in the same way that in the mornings I would often crawl back into bed for five minutes’ extra sleep when I’d woken up too quickly.

Either way, I knew that in my current emotional state every decision I made was bound to be wrong. I was also aware that sleeping with my ex was not a healthy thing to be doing. A lot of my friends had been extolling the virtues of the ‘rebound fling’ – the brief, fun but ultimately meaningless relationship that would prove a vital distraction from my ex – and, when yet another email arrived begging for singletons willing to go out on a mystery date, I thought, ‘Well, why not?’

I could think of several reasons why not as I approached his table in the bar in Old Street that had been chosen for our date, his lizardy suit being high on the list. The venue itself was nice enough, though, and I was prepared to give him the benefit of the doubt and assume that all his other suits had been swept away that very morning by a freak flash flood. Maybe he had worn it for a dare.

I was looking not too bad for a Tuesday night. I’d really made an effort and had even put on heels and some lipstick. I was bit late, though, so I arrived at his table ready to launch into a flurry of apologies.

‘Hi, are you Mark?’

He nodded.

‘Hi, I’m Sarah. We’re supposed to be meeting tonight. I’m really, really sorry for being late. The traffic was terrible. I hope you got my message, though?’

I had sent him a text while on Shaftesbury Avenue – I’d been rather lazy and had taken a black cab across town, which as it turned out took roughly four times longer than the Tube would have done.

‘No, I didn’t get your message,’ said Mark, but he didn’t look particularly fussed about it.

‘Really? But I sent it about half an hour ago. I wanted to let you know I was stuck in traffic . . .’

‘I don’t carry my mobile with me,’ he said matter-of-factly.

‘You don’t carry . . .?’

‘It spoils the line of my suit.’

I managed not to say, ‘That suit?’, resisting the urge to point out that it was unspoilable. Nor did I mention how completely daft it was not to carry your mobile when you’re meeting up with someone who might want to contact you.

‘No, I left it in the car.’

‘You drove here?’ I said in amazement, but decided not to add: ‘You drove into central London for a date where all the alcohol and food is paid for?’

‘Oh, well, I’m here now!’ I said as cheerfully as I could, while wishing I wasn’t.

He suddenly looked a bit put out. ‘Well, I’d better ask them to hold the dessert,’ he said.

I laughed. I then realised that he wasn’t smiling, which probably meant that he wasn’t actually joking.

‘I’m sorry?’ I said.

‘Well, when I saw you weren’t here, I thought I might as well have dinner.’

I looked at my watch. It was now 7.20 p.m. Our date was to have begun at 7 p.m.

‘You’ve already eaten?’ I asked.

‘Well, not dessert,’ he said. ‘Just the starter and the main course.’

I looked at the table. There were no obvious signs of a meal – no empty plates, no scrunched-up napkin, nothing that would have alerted me that he was over halfway through our dinner date without me. This meant that, after arriving at 7 p.m., he had managed to choose, order and eat two whole courses, which had been cleared away, and he was now waiting for dessert. If I hadn’t been so astonished that he’d had most of the date on his own, I’d have been really impressed by the efficient waiters here. It usually took me 20 minutes just to get a drink! And, given that he had managed to wolf down all of his food, how long had he actually waited for me to arrive? If he was that hungry, couldn’t he have ordered some olives or bread, maybe, something to tide him over until I got there? And why hadn’t he carried his sodding mobile phone with him?

‘Oh,’ I said. There didn’t seem to be much else to say.

My phone bleeped. It was a text from the magazine’s photographer, who was going to take pictures of us for the article.

‘On my way,’ it read. ‘Stuck in traffic. Be there in an hour.’

Oh, God. So now I couldn’t even leave, which was what I really wanted to do. Instead, I was going to have to stay here so that the photographer, could immortalise this wonderful occasion.

After such a start, the rest of the date, like his suit, turned out to be unspoilable. I didn’t mind that while I ate my three courses – well, they were paid for, after all – he ate his pudding and drank water.

I didn’t mind that he turned out to be extremely interested in New Age religions and spent forever telling me about a yogic flying course that he had been on in the Nevada desert.

I didn’t even mind that we had to pose for the photographer when he finally turned up, knowing that the picture of me having dinner with a guy in a shiny green suit would be viewed by a million Londoners, some of whom I might actually know. By then, I was numb to the whole experience.

Needless to say, the editor of the column, who was going to write up the ‘date’, thought the whole thing was utterly hilarious.

‘He didn’t – he didn’t!’ she kept gasping, as I relayed the whole sorry experience.

I tried to be diplomatic and not just have a go at the poor guy but it was hard to put a positive spin on the fact that he’d obviously viewed my arrival as fairly superfluous to the evening.

The following week, when the magazine came out, I hid every single copy that I could find in the office, which was no mean feat, considering that, as we published it, there were piles and piles of them everywhere. I scooped them up and hid them under my desk, before discreetly recycling them when everyone had gone home for the night.

I just about got away with it at work – no one seemed to notice that their copy of the Evening Standard had come without a magazine that week and, as journalists are not exactly a shy, retiring bunch, I would certainly have known if any of my colleagues had even had a glimpse of it.

That weekend, however, I met up with Patrick, my ex-boyfriend – arguably the cause of all of this – and a group of his mates in a pub after they’d been playing football on Tooting Common.

I bought some crisps and sat down.

‘Wouldn’t you rather have some olives or bread?’ shouted one lad across the table.

Another guy made a pretence of trying to find his phone. ‘Has anyone seen my mobile?’ he asked. ‘I would have taken it with me but it spoils the line of my football kit.’

The place erupted.

It was time to leave the country.

I handed in my notice at the newspaper, rented out my flat in Balham and packed up my life. It wasn’t the blind date, of course, or the utter futility of still being in a relationship with my ex-boyfriend that prompted such a drastic move, but I had a growing feeling that, unless I changed my life completely, I would be in the same job, living in the same flat and going out with the same people for the rest of my life.

I loved my job, I loved my flat and I loved my friends, but it wasn’t enough. I wanted excitement and adventure; I wanted to explore new places, meet new people and have new experiences, and I wasn’t going to do that playing it safe in familiar old London.

So off I went. I drove to Dover and across Europe to Italy and Florence, my racing bike clinging on to the back of my tiny Fiat 500, into which I had crammed my entire life. I learned Italian, lived in gorgeous and not-so-gorgeous apartments in various flatshares across the city and worked as a freelance journalist, writing about wine-tasting in Tuscany and cycling in Siena. I got drunk with English students and dated Italian men.

After a year, I moved to Rome, staying in the beautiful cobbled district of Trastevere in a flat just round the corner from my new ‘office’ – a tiny café that had wi-fi and served delicious canapés each evening when they considered that it was time to start drinking. I met Hugh, an English writer, and we moved in together, living and writing in a house in the countryside outside Rome.

A year later, I had the travel bug again. Hugh and I parted amicably – I think we both knew we had become friends and nothing more – and I flew off to New York. I spent a wonderful two years there, developing a taste for dirty martinis and poker, and living in an apartment in the West Village that overlooked the Hudson River.

After five years away, I decided that it was time to come home. The recession was biting, money was tight and work was increasingly hard to find. By a stroke of good fortune, my old job at the newspaper had just become vacant and so it was back to full-time work and, this time, a shared house in Clapham.

Once again, I was single in south-west London. My memories of my blind-date horror five years earlier had just about faded. It was time to settle down and find a lovely man to fall in love with.

But two years later, nothing had happened. I went out – a lot – but with friends, not with boyfriends.

The structure of my social life had completely changed since I’d been away. No longer would I spend the weekends hanging out in one massive group of friends all day and all night, gathering people on the way in pubs and bars. Now evenings out were planned weeks, or even months, in advance and would involve dinner reservations, permission from other halves, babysitters and enquiries about the time of the last train home. A lot of my friends had got married, had babies and moved to the suburbs. It was as if there was some kind of law.

Even when I did meet a new man, it was usually only a matter of time, sometimes mere seconds, before a wife or a girlfriend or a boyfriend would enter the conversation or somehow make their presence felt, usually in the form of the dreaded ‘we’.

‘Where do you live?’

‘We live in Ealing.’

Or: ‘Have you been anywhere nice recently?’

‘Yes, we’ve just come back from Australia.’

I almost wanted to look around for this invisible ‘we’. It was a roadblock in the conversation and I kept on running into them.

Being 38 and single was certainly very different from being 28 and single. The whole scenery had changed.

Now, it’s not that I mind being single. I really don’t. I’d much rather be on my own than with some feckless bloke with a charming smile and the morals of a bunny. But it seems that there is a whole middle ground between, on the one side, being on your own and hurtling towards 40 and, on the other, being stuck with some shag-happy Romeo. This is a place that I’ve yet to find.

Everyone I talk to – or who delicately approaches the subject with a ‘so how’s your love life then?’, knowing full well that it resembles a barren desert after a particularly long drought – says in a variety of ways that they’re amazed I’m in this predicament.

‘I can’t believe you’re single!’ they exclaim. ‘How is that possible?’ As if to other people they would easily say, ‘I know exactly why you’re single – it’s that monobrow/extra 10 stone/man-repellent spray you use.’

Being told that you shouldn’t really be single is utterly unhelpful: it’s supposed to be flattering, but it’s really not.

‘It’s a crime that no one has snapped you up’ is what they think they’re saying, but what they are actually saying is: ‘In spite of all your great qualities, still no one on the entire planet wants to go out with you.’

And that’s never a good thing to hear.

‘Go on,’ they persist, as if you are being deliberately annoying by not having found anyone yet, ‘why are you still single?’

So I ask them, ‘Well, how many single men do you actually know?’

It is at this point that they go through an entire repertoire of phrases and facial expressions starting with: ‘Loads! There’s umm . . .’ before tailing off into thoughtfulness. ‘Well, there’s . . . oh no, he’s married, and, oh, he’s gay and, well, there’s . . . but I wouldn’t recommend him . . .’ Before long, they’ve established that they don’t know anybody who is at all suitable. They then shrug and say, ‘Gosh, it’s difficult, isn’t it?’

Is it? You don’t say.

This is usually followed by a cheery: ‘But don’t worry, you’ll meet someone!’ even though they have just spent ten painful minutes helping to confirm that there is, in fact, no one out there. They inevitably conclude with: ‘Well, don’t think about it too much. It’ll happen when you least expect it’ – to which the only possible response is: ‘How, exactly?’

And then the killer: ‘Well, you’ve just got to get out there.’

I COULD NOT BE MORE OUT THERE IF MY LIFE DEPENDED ON IT.

I go out all the time.

My job as a financial journalist covering the leisure sector means that I am constantly meeting new people, mostly at events where copious amounts of alcohol are involved. I spend most of my time going to parties, book launches, beer-tastings, wine-tastings, trips to the races, brewery tours, awards ceremonies, PR parties, pub quizzes, distillery trips, press jaunts, poker nights, networking events, and that doesn’t include all the random social drinking that goes on.

I live with three other sociable and single 30-somethings.

I have the usual number of friends, some of whom I see all the time, some of whom I see less often, but generally enough so an evening at home is a rarity.

I haven’t turned down a single invitation for two years.

I am still on my own.

I am fed up with going out on my own, meeting strangers, making small talk and then going home – on my own.

It has got to the point that, if there is the slightest chance of meeting men, even if I’m exhausted and desperate to go home, curl up in front of the telly and have an early night, I don’t. I make myself look as fabulous as possible (within the limits of time, finance and genetic make-up) and head on out there.

Just before I go into the event, I fight off the impulse to turn around and head off back into the night and my cosy home. Instead, I launch myself in there, chatting, laughing, listening, bonding, being fun and friendly and attentive and hoping that tonight, just maybe, I’ll meet someone with whom I’ll have a spark, some sort of connection. Then they say the words ‘My wife . . .’ or ‘My girlfriend . . .’ or ‘My boyfriend . . .’ and I’ll keep on chatting and laughing, but inside I’ll be raging YET AGAIN, and yet the very next night I’ll do it all over again, working out what to wear, how to look, feeling glad I forced myself to go to the gym that lunchtime to counteract the effects of all these fruitless nights out. So perhaps you can understand that when someone says, ‘Well, you’ve just got to get out there,’ I just want to shout, ‘Oh, FUCK OFF!’

Of course, showing rage and frustration is bad. It’s not good to think about it too much, or you’ll look angry and desperate. Last election night, I’d forced myself to go to a corporate bash at a casino because where there’s gambling and alcohol there might also be men. I ended up sitting next to a guy who I vaguely knew through work at a poker table in Leicester Square at 2 a.m.

We were chatting away about this and that, and then, all of a sudden, he sat back in his chair, sipped his whisky and said, completely unprompted, ‘You know, Sarah, you’ve really got to get a move on. Get out there, make things happen! You’re running out of time.’

I had thought my hand of cards was bad, and now I was being given advice that I really hadn’t wanted and certainly hadn’t asked for.

‘But –’ he leaned across to me conspiratorially ‘– don’t look desperate. Don’t look like you need it. Just be relaxed and it will happen.’

Now, I would have been quite interested to hear exactly how I could be relaxed about something that he had just declared to be a state of emergency. Was I supposed to be like an elegant swan, effortlessly and serenely gliding along the smooth waters, while frantically paddling like crazy under the surface? And how, exactly, was this miracle supposed to be achieved?

But, no, rather than backing up his helpful description of my seemingly dire predicament with some actual plan of action, my self-appointed lifestyle coach then spent the next half an hour describing how he’d met his wife while sitting on a train at Liverpool Street.

‘I saw her, and I just knew,’ he said, chucking gaming chips onto the green baize. ‘One look at her and I just knew that I had to marry her. So I went over and said, “You must think that I’m completely insane but I’ve just seen you sitting there and I had to come and talk to you.”’ He smiled smugly. ‘How could she resist?’

‘Quite easily,’ I thought sourly, as I folded my hand.

What did this story mean? That I shouldn’t worry about finding a man because Mr Right would just come up to me one day and all my problems would be over?

Or that I should sit on trains more? Maybe he was trying to say that there was something wrong with me, because I’d sat on lots of trains and not met a potential husband on any of them.

I wondered what he would say to his wife if he hadn’t met her on that train and years later she was still single and they’d met in a casino on election night.

Would it be: ‘My God, you’re amazing, I have to marry you and luckily for you I’m still single,’ or would it more probably be: ‘You’ve got to get a move on, you know. Get out there, make things happen! I met my wife on the train from Euston station . . .’?

There are so many more things I want to do with my life than spend all this time thinking about finding a husband. And the thing is I really enjoy my life as it is. I’ve got friends with lovely husbands, but also some with quite crummy ones, and I know I’d much rather have my life as it is than have to deal with a terrible relationship.

But I miss so many things about being with someone. I miss the fact that someone really wants to be with you. I miss the going to bed with someone and waking up next to them, and all the fun bits in between. I miss just spending hours doing nothing with someone because you don’t mind what you do as long as you’re hanging out with them. I miss going out for the evening with someone and swapping stories on the Tube home afterwards. I miss looking forward to meeting someone after a long day or a weekend away and I miss someone missing me.

It’s not just about finding a man. While it would be nice to have a boyfriend, I’m also happy to wait until someone just right for me comes along.

Except, of course, my body isn’t. While I’d love to have children in, say, ten years’ time, I’m realistic enough to know that I’ve got maybe five years left, tops. For all I know, it could be five minutes left. Either way, there’s no arguing that, if I want to have children, time is rapidly running out. If I want to have babies (which I do) with a partner (which I do), the fact is I’m going to be 40 next year and, as my smug and annoying casino friend said, I’ve got to get a move on.

I never used to have any problem finding a boyfriend. That’s not to say I was never single; I was, lots of times, but never to the point of wondering where all the men had gone. I dated at school and at university, and had three long-term relationships in my twenties and early thirties, interspersed with a healthy amount of singleness and casual flings. I lived with three guys and thought seriously about marriage with two of them, but either they broke my heart or I broke theirs. Then something happened when I reached 35: the music stopped and I was left without a partner, and not much hope of finding one. It seemed as though, practically overnight, there had been a secret cull of all the single men on the entire planet. Single men no longer walked the earth. Or, at least, not the bits where I was walking (mainly Clapham, south London – married centre of the universe).

I know that it’s possible to have children without a partner. I’ve read enough articles and know enough people who’ve made that decision. I just don’t want to. I want a family and I want my children to have a father. In a few years’ time, I might think differently, but, if there’s the slightest chance that I can have the whole package, I’m going to go for it. I know I’m not alone – there’s a whole generation of Bridget Joneses out there. However, knowing that you’ve become a cliché doesn’t make it any easier. There are poster girls for late bloomers – Mariella Frostrup, Helen Fielding, my friend Jane – so finding a guy and having a family in your late thirties and even early forties can be done. But I’m still single after two years back in London, so I’m obviously doing something wrong.

Moving to Italy – where the guys were really only interested in American college girls or Italian beauties – and then New York – where, yes, practically every man I met turned out to be gay – for five crucial years in my thirties was maybe not such a great idea husband-wise.

So I have no choice. If I want to find a man whom I can fall in love with, plan to spend the rest of my life with and hopefully try to have children with, I’ve got to do everything possible to make that happen. Whether it’s online dating or flirting with strangers on the bus, going on singles holidays or putting adverts in the paper, I have to do it.

I have to do everything that’s worked for my friends, and everything they think might work – even things that no one thinks will work – because there is the remotest possibility that it could work for me. At the moment, it all seems completely impossible, but I don’t want to be on my own in ten years’ time wondering why the hell I didn’t give it my best shot while I had the chance.
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Where There’s a Will

There was another reason why I might not have been looking especially hard to find a man when I moved back to London. I had found one sitting right next to me. He was called Will and he was utterly gorgeous. He was also utterly unavailable.

I had returned from my extended sabbatical in Italy and America to find everything much the same in the newsroom – same office, same colleagues wearing the same suits and telling the same anecdotes – except for Will. He was the new addition to the team, having arrived when I was away. Within a minute of meeting him, I thought he would be fun to work with; within a week, I thought he might even turn out to be a good friend; and, within the month, I realised that I had completely and utterly fallen in love with him.

We talked all day, every day. We discussed stories and leads, we talked about colleagues and rival journalists, we went to press parties together, had boozy lunches and even boozier nights. On Fridays when we worked late, we’d catch a cab afterwards and sit in his garden, drinking, smoking and putting the world to rights. Once I walked home across the common at seven in the morning when the night sky was beginning to lighten, accompanied by the chirping of the birds as they greeted another day while I was still in the previous one.

We never talked about his girlfriend. It wasn’t that she was a secret, or a forbidden topic or anything like that, it was just that her name hardly ever came up in conversation. She had moved down from Manchester to live with him the week before I had come back from New York. Timing had certainly not been on my side. She sounded perfectly nice, by all accounts, of which there were few, because Will never talked about her with me; he never said anything that one half of a couple usually does, such as ‘Well, I’d better go home or I’ll be in trouble’ or ‘I’m not sure if I can come out, I’ll check with the boss’, or even used the dreaded pronoun ‘we’.

But at weekends he would disappear into his other life and presumably that was when he became Will the boyfriend.

There was never any hint of anything more between Will and me. In spite of the hundreds of hours we spent together drinking, talking and more drinking, there was no hint of romance, no stolen kisses, no obvious flirting, no signs of regret from him that our relationship couldn’t be something more, not the smallest squeak of evidence – and I looked really, really hard, believe me – that he felt anything for me in the way of love or in fact anything at all except that I was an amiable colleague. This was in spite of my yearning for him for months and months, adoring him, longing to be with him, wishing and hoping that one day he would look at me and suddenly realise that it was me who he loved. But he never did.

Every day was a fresh hell of delight and despair, a sweet torture that I dreaded but couldn’t escape from. I would sit just inches away from him, practically trembling with desire, while he was all smiles, all gorgeousness, but never anything more. Every day, as I walked across the office to my seat next to him, the usual chant would go through my head.

I love him. I can’t bear it. I have to leave my job. This is going to drive me crazy. But I love him. I can’t bear it. I have to leave . . .

But I didn’t want to leave. I really liked my job.

I had never told him how I felt and I didn’t think that I ever would. It was obvious that he didn’t feel even a fraction of the same way about me as I did about him, so there was no point at all in telling him and embarrassing both of us and ruining our friendship for ever.

Even the thought of telling him made my insides scrunch up in horror. A small part of me would think sometimes, ‘He must like me – why else would he spend so much time with me?’

But that voice was countered by the louder, more sensible one that told me that, if he thought of me in any other way, something would have happened by now. So he obviously saw me as just a friend and colleague, and absolutely nothing more.

It was torture. Exquisite torture, but still torture. For two whole years. And it was about to get a lot worse.

I arrived in the office one day to find him already at his desk.

‘Morning,’ he said, not taking his eyes off his computer screen.

I peered across to see what he was looking at. It seemed to be the website of a fancy hotel somewhere in South East Asia. There were lots of pictures of boats and beaches and elephants.

‘You off somewhere?’

He pushed his chair back and spun round to face me. ‘Yup. Going to spend three weeks travelling round Thailand.’

‘Nice.’

It was typical of Will to skip the pronouns altogether, giving no clue as to who else might be going. I could guess though.

‘Know anyone out there?’

‘Yes, Michelle’s brother lives in Ko Samui so we’re going to see him for a bit and then head off up north.’

It was one of the rare occasions that he had mentioned his girlfriend’s name. I felt bold enough to get personal.

‘Wow, sounds great. But, you know, taking your girlfriend on a three-week holiday to Thailand . . . you can’t really do that and not propose to her at some point on the trip.’

He laughed and stood up. ‘That was quick!’ he said. ‘It took me a little longer to come to the same conclusion.’

And with that, he headed off to make a cup of coffee. I sat there, stunned. So that was it then. He was going to propose to Michelle, she’d say yes, they’d get married and have babies and move to St Albans.

I was still totally in love with him. It was now the time not to be. This doomed, painful, fabulous, one-sided and utterly pointless relationship had to end. It was time to get out there and find someone else. Really, really quickly. But right now I had to sit there in our open-plan office and try very, very hard not to cry.


3

With a Little Help from My Friends

I have never consciously gone after men. I have fancied certain guys, of course, and flirted with them or asked them out or talked to them at parties or done whatever I could to hook up with them, but I’d never actually sought out dates.

Being British, I haven’t even ‘dated’ as such. The accepted courtship rituals as far as they applied to me and my friends had always been to get very drunk, end up snogging or sleeping with someone, then after you’d done that a few times you were, by default, going out together.

Next, you would progress to sleeping together when you were sober, start to meet each other without your whole group of friends coming along and then you’d move in together and soon be on the slipway to marriage and babies or, in my case, discovery of infidelities or just falling out of love with each other and then back to square one.

In New York, it was done in a slightly different way. There was, of course, the ‘get drunk and pull someone’ option, but there was also actual dating going on, such as meeting for coffee in art galleries at ten in the morning. As an English person, I could never get my head around the concept of a date without alcohol, let alone one held in the morning. But now it was imperative that I get out there as quickly as possible and meet as many men as I could. Being in love with Will for the previous two years hadn’t stopped me going out and having the occasional fling or at least being receptive to any potential advances, but it had obviously failed to work relationship-wise.

It was time to be more proactive. But where should I start?

On the way home that night, I wrote a list of everyone I knew who was in a relationship. My close friends, members of my family, work colleagues, some friends I saw very occasionally, friends I hadn’t seen for years, friends of friends I’d never even met – basically everyone I had ever heard of. I then wrote down, if I knew, how they had met their partner.

There were quite a lot of names on the list, and roughly 99 per cent of them had met their other halves in one of three ways: work, friends of friends or school/university. If you hadn’t lucked out through one of those routes, it seemed that your chances of success were completely limited.

This seemed very unfair. I had met boyfriends in all these ways, but none of those relationships had lasted. I’d exhausted all the school/university possibilities when I was at school and university; at work, everyone was married except the guy whom I was completely in love with and he was about to be married; and now my friends were all married and claiming not to know any single people at all. I obviously had to go down a different route.

I started canvassing my friends’ opinions, subtly at first, with a ‘do you know how so and so met?’, but it wasn’t long before it became: ‘Look, I have to find a bloke. Where’s the best place to look?’

It somehow seemed a bit pathetic to admit to being single and keen not to be. I don’t know why, as it certainly wasn’t a secret that I wasn’t going out with anyone and there is nothing wrong with being single. But being unhappily single, well, that was a new feeling for me and one I was slightly embarrassed by. It seemed such an admission of failure and the solution ‘Get me a man! Any man!’ rather indiscriminatingly desperate. But I took the plunge. I told my friends that, yes, I wanted a boyfriend.

My closest friends were all male and we had spent all of our twenties together, getting drunk in pubs and watching one another fall in and out of relationships. Then, at some point when I wasn’t looking, they had all got married. Alan now had three children and lived in Guildford, Jack had two and lived in Dorking, Clive had two and lived in Streatham, Ash had two and lived in Peckham and Max had two and lived in Twickenham.

We still hooked up for drinks, of course, but it now required a lot more planning ahead and much talk from the men about ‘consulting the missus’ and ‘getting permission’. Having not actually been on a date themselves for years, if ever – out of the five of them, two met their wives at university and the other three met theirs through friends – they were as out of touch as I was but duly rallied round.

Thankfully, none of them said, ‘There must be loads of single men out there!’ because, living in married suburban bliss, none of them knew any. They had lots of suggestions though.

‘Internet dating. You know, sites like Guardian Soulmates, Match.com. Some guy at work met someone through one of those, I think.’

‘Car-maintenance classes. Although I hear that they’re full of women now, trying to meet men.’

‘Weddings. Loads of people meet at weddings.’

‘Walking the dog. Tons of celebrities met their partners while walking their dogs.’

‘Chat people up in Sainsbury’s. You know, hang around the fresh fruit and veg counter and say suggestive things about your melons.’

I wasn’t entirely sure whether this was helping much. There were no weddings planned for the near future, I hadn’t got a dog and the thought of eyeing up strange men’s cucumbers in supermarkets just made me want to run away and join a nunnery.

Internet dating – well, yes, I did think that maybe it was time to put aside all those thoughts of ‘Well, it’s not very romantic, is it?’ and get online.

But I wanted to meet lots of men, very quickly, in the hope that at least one of them might provide a suitable distraction from my heartache over Will. I wanted a lot of single men and I wanted them now.

The guys looked at one another.

‘No, I don’t want to do shots down the Clapham Grand,’ I said hastily. The Clapham Grand is a notorious meat market where you are pretty much guaranteed to pull but you can’t be too fussy. Or over 30. The last time I went I felt at least 500 years old.

‘No,’ said Max. ‘We have the answer. Lots of men in as short a time as possible?’

‘Oh no.’

‘Oh yes,’ he said. ‘You have to go speed-dating.’
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So Many Men, So Little Time

I was afraid they would suggest speed-dating, but not entirely surprised. The phrase itself seems to share the same meaning as ‘magic potion’ to my married friends, and Max certainly wasn’t the first to mention it. I’d be having a chat with someone over a drink and would mention that I’d quite like to meet a man but that I wasn’t entirely sure where to start.

‘You want to meet someone?’ they’d say, as if this was a great revelation and they thought that you’d be perfectly happy ambling around on your own for the rest of your life. ‘Well, in that case, you should definitely try speed-dating.’

They tended to announce this in much the same way that Cinderella’s fairy godmother might have done, had she not gone for the whole pumpkin/coach flashiness.

‘Looking for a husband, my dear? Well, in that case, you should try this magical new invention – speed-dating! Now let me just wave my magic wand . . .’

I suspected that speed-dating might not be the way to find my Prince Charming but none of my friends would hear anything against it.

The only person who seemed to think it wasn’t such a great idea was one of my work colleagues who said, ‘Speed-dating? That’s a bit random, isn’t it? I mean, it’s a million-to-one shot.’ He thought about it for a moment, before adding, ‘Although a friend of mine got married to someone they met speed-dating.’

If that was his idea of a million-to-one shot, I would be getting him to buy my lottery tickets in future.

Of course, none of my speed-dating-recommending friends had actually been speed-dating, because they are not sad and desperate singletons, but they all seemed to have read about it in the Sunday supplements and imagined it to be a wonderful way to meet twenty dashing men and have terribly witty three-minute conversations with each of them, before choosing which one to marry.

In the real world, however, it is more like a short cut to self-loathing, depression and a massive hangover.

I had actually been speed-dating a few years earlier. It was in my brief ‘hey, dating might be fun’ phase (which ended abruptly with the lizardy-suit-man date). I dragged my friend Jo to a speed-dating event I had seen advertised in Time Out magazine. It was in a very trendy subterranean bar on the corner of Berkeley Square in central London and cost £20, not including drinks. I suspected that drinks would be an essential part of the evening.

When we arrived, there was an alarmingly large number of women queuing up to sign in and hardly any men. Where were they?

We found them by the bar, loading up on Dutch courage, all looking nervous and uncomfortable as they gulped their pints down. Some women were already chatting to some of the guys and it seemed as though we might as well forget about the dating and just get plastered at the bar, in the traditional British way.

But it was not to be. A woman blew a whistle and called us all to attention. It was all very strictly timetabled: there were twenty dates per round, and three minutes per date. The women sat at the designated tables dotted around the room, and the men moved on one table with each round. Everyone had been given a sticker with a number on it to wear and we all had a score sheet and a pen. The score sheet had a list of numbers going down the side, each number corresponding with a particular guy or girl, and after your three-minute ‘date’ was up, you had to tick ‘yes’ or ‘no’ next to their number, depending on whether you’d like to see them again. So make sure you make a note of the numbered sticker that your date is wearing, OK? Right, has everyone got that? Then off you go. Peeeep!

It turned out that because of the high number of people there – I couldn’t believe how many people were hoping that speed-dating would be the route to romantic bliss – there was going to be not one but two rounds. Jo and I were in the second wave, so we had to sit at the bar and watch as people dated all around us.

It was fairly excruciating. It felt as if we were the B team. We hadn’t even started dating and already we were feeling rejected. The tables all around us were full of couples and we were stuck at the bar like a pair of old maids. With three minutes per date, twenty seconds between dates and twenty dates in total, plus a quick break in the middle, it was going to be well over an hour before we even got round to meeting any of these men.

There was little else to do but drink and so it looked like we were going to be completely plastered when we actually did talk to any guys. Even worse, it looked as if there were only women left for the second round. So where were the rest of the men going to come from?

From the bar next door, as it turned out. Desperate for more blokes, the organisers had rushed out into the London night and lured in random males with the promise of free drinks and 20 girls to practise their chat-up lines on. There were five Italian guys in the bar next door who were scooped up in this dash for guys, so, an hour and a half later when it was our turn to join in, my first date went something like this:

‘Hi, what’s your name?’

‘I’m Gianni. My English isn’t so good . . .’

‘Oh! What are you doing here, Gianni?’

‘Am here with friends. For a week. On holiday. I live in Rome. My English isn’t so good . . .’

If my heart could have sunk any further, then it would have done. This was certainly no way to find a husband. Across the room, Jo didn’t seem to be faring much better. Three minutes when you didn’t actually want to talk to someone at all turned out to be a really long time. Three minutes even when they seemed quite nice was also proving quite a stretch. Once you’d got through the ‘what’s your name, where do you live, what do you do?’ type of questions and they hadn’t yielded anything of interest, there was still enough time left to chat about something else, but no desire whatsoever on either part to do so.

As the dates wore on, the men became fairly indistinguishable. One guy, who was actually rather cute, slumped down in the seat opposite me.

‘I’m sorry if I’m a bit tired,’ he said. ‘But they’re asking the men who’ve already dated to go round again. So you are my –’ he consulted his sheet ‘– 34th date this evening. I’m losing the ability to focus.’ He smiled wearily. He was obviously completely dated out.

Across the table from us, a girl slumped forward, her head on the table. It seemed the waiting time at the bar spent drinking had finally taken its toll.

We slogged our way around the room. At the beginning, people were writing little notes on their score sheets during the changeovers, to remind themselves of whom they’d dated when it came to scoring them at the end. It was discreetly done, so as not to offend the person they’d just been talking to. Now, as the evening staggered on, people were just openly ticking ‘no’ in front of dates, or putting a big cross by their names. The dates got blessedly shorter – people would sit down, say hello and then say ‘sorry – but no’, or go off to the loo or the bar. Friends would come over mid-date to discuss the evening so far.

‘Terrible, awful men,’ said one to a friend. ‘What a crap evening.’

Her friend’s current date, who was still sitting opposite her, pretended not to have heard.

The evening, finally, thankfully, ground to a halt. Everyone was utterly plastered, because of nerves, the long wait at the bar or the early onset of drinking to forget that this evening had ever happened. I ticked a few ‘yes’s’ for politeness’ sake and got a few ‘yes’s’ back. I didn’t follow up on any of them, and neither did they.

‘Never, ever again,’ I said to myself.

So, of course, several years later, thanks to my friends’ insistence, I found myself signing up to a speed-dating evening. Again. This time it was in Wandsworth, not far from where I lived, so at least I wouldn’t be trekking across town. These things were important when you had such low expectations as I did. While booking this speed-dating evening, while persuading yet another long-suffering friend to come along and while walking down the road towards the event itself, all the time my mind was having a fairly energetic conversation with itself.

‘God, I can’t believe I’m doing this. Again! Remember last time? It’s going to be total and utter hell.’

‘Look, it might not be. You only have to meet one guy, just one, and then all this hideousness will be over and you’ll never have to do anything like this again, I promise. Think of all the times that your friends have said things like: “Well, that particular evening I really didn’t want to go out, I was really tired and wanted to watch telly, but my friends made me, and then I met Julie and she’s now my wife . . .” Well, this could be that evening.’

‘I spend my whole life going to things I don’t want to. Just because it happened to them once, they think it’s the secret to how these things work. It isn’t. Smug married bastards. And if I do meet someone unexpectedly, it’s certainly not going to be at a speed-dating event for thirties and forties. No one I would ever want to spend the rest of my life with would be seen dead at an event like this.’

‘But you’re going! And you’re lovely, fabulous, witty, attractive. So there might be someone like you there tonight, who’s been dragged along by a friend, or who’s just split up with his girlfriend, or who’s new in town . . .’

(In fact, imagining ways in which ‘not awful’ guys would have actually signed up to these things would become a full-time occupation.)

‘You know that’s utter bollocks. There’s going to be three men there and they’re all going to be crap.’

‘Don’t be so pessimistic. This night could be different.’

Add that constant internal monologue to the sheer effort of looking presentable and dateable for the evening – making sure that your hair, outfit, make-up, eyebrows, teeth, chin, upper lip and shoes are all in their best possible condition – and it’s amazing that single women don’t just turn up to these types of events and collapse on the floor, semi-comatose.

But no, we arrive and sparkle and shine and giggle and flirt, and then go home and try not to shoot ourselves.

I arrived at the bar. My equally fed-up-with-being-single friend Emma was already there buying a drink. She looked great but had that expression on her face. The one that said, ‘I’ve checked out all the men here and they are all awful. Can we go home now?’

I decided to ignore it. In the spirit of openness to all sorts of different experiences, I’d decided not to instantly judge people on how awful their jumpers (jumpers!?) were or how bad their hair/skin/personal hygiene issues were. But the signs weren’t great. Not only were the men not looking particularly fabulous on first sight, but the woman checking us off her list looked completely disorganised and admitted it was the first time she’d arranged something like this. ‘Great,’ I thought, ‘so you thought you’d jump on the bandwagon of tragic single people and make a fast buck.’ God, this dating lark was threatening to turn me even more cynical than usual, if that was possible.

The dating began, and straight away I knew that the evening was going to be a disaster. For a start, the bar was tiny, and everyone was sitting right next to one another. So you had one couple saying, ‘So, what do you do?’ and ‘Where do you live?’ at the same table as another couple saying, ‘So, where do you live?’ and ‘What do you do?’, and trying not to listen to the other person’s answers, not least because they’d be dating them in three minutes’ time.

Then, because, as usual, there were lots more girls than guys, for every other date the women had to sit on their own, watching people date about half a metre from them. I sat on a tiny stool at a tiny table at which two other people were asking each other things like ‘So, what do you do?’ while pretending that I wasn’t there, listening in. It felt like a threesome that had gone terribly wrong.

Of the guys that were there, about four were genuinely single
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