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This story is a humorous look at life and how the
determination of one man can lead him into the most ridiculous of
situations. It’s my hope that you enjoy this and that by the time
you’ve finished reading it, life won’t be as bad as it might seem.
Above all it is a story about a quest to discover what love means
and the need for men to open their eyes occasionally. I hope you
agree.
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DANNY’S NAVEL ADVENTURE

 


The greatest questions always arise from those
moments spent in the luxury

of complete idleness!
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Questions get you into trouble

 


 


Coming from that great garden of social delinquents,
ne’er do wells, scoundrels, and general miscreants, the working
class, I don’t suppose I gave the subject of the fairer sex or love
much thought. Which for a man, born into humble and Neanderthal
origins, that’s neither surprising or that unusual if the truth be
known. However, and I say this sheepishly and in a hushed whisper
so my fellow brethren won’t catch it, that behind every brilliant,
or otherwise, man there’s a genius of a woman if we’re being
truthful about it. Not for one moment would I ever tell a woman
that, although they like to keep reminding us of the laws of
nature.

The laws of nature, according to women, are that men
are endowed with two brains and if it wasn’t for women neither
would get much use. If I’m being honest again, which for the male
species is a bit of an oxymoron, I don’t suppose that they’re that
far from the truth. As you can probably guess from the tone of the
conversation so far, well it’s not a conversation really given that
I’m actually sitting here talking to myself, I’m having a few
doubts about this and that. For reasons beyond a man’s logic, most
women complain about this because you prefer talking to yourself
rather than them. But sometimes you need to talk to yourself
because it’s the only way the world makes any sense, and based on
my own experience I’m in no doubt that a woman’s world, on the
whole, makes absolutely no sense at all. But women never tire of
telling you that their world makes perfect sense, whilst your world
is just utter nonsense. Whose side you’re on depends, largely, on
whether you’re wearing a skirt or trousers. And as women wear both
whenever it suits them, I guess the odds are largely stacked in
their favour.

Anyway I digress from what I was thinking about
sitting in this old, much beloved, battered armchair of mine, which
was the subject of love. In biological terms I suppose the idea of
creating man in evolutionary terms was to create a hairy body that
would keep him warm when he got thrown out of the cave after an
argument with the wife. What the argument was about in the
beginning I think men have forgotten about in the mists of time.
But to my knowledge women keep reminding us of it, but because it
happened a long time ago, and men having a notoriously short
attention and memory span, men don’t have a clue what their women
are going on about so they just agree with her, if only to keep the
decibels down to a decently low level. This makes the woman feel
superior to the man. The man, meanwhile, then believes he’s
inferior because he couldn’t put forward an argument that had any
useful meaning to it. That’s on account he doesn’t have a clue what
the argument is about. But the woman does so therefore it makes
perfect sense to her but no sense to him.

I know that I’m digressing but looking at your naked
navel makes you think all kinds of weird and wonderful things,
which are totally irrelevant to what you were thinking about in the
first place, love.

For a man I know that I’m in real danger of falling
flat on my face, after all love is like the splitting of the atom;
get it wrong and all hell is let loose. But then being a man
reckless stupidity is one of our finer points. All you know is that
love is there but you can’t see it, which puts it on a par with
wind, which men are naturally inclined to share. Of course on St.
Valentine’s Day it’s no coincidence that the Beaufort scale rises
in direct proportion to be the amount of wind being expelled in the
name of love. Personally, I think it’d be a great idea if February
14th was declared a global public holiday and everyone
had to spend the day in bed with their beloved, whether that be the
wife, girlfriend, boyfriend or five-finger Grace, which if you’re
unsure about and have never been a confirmed bachelor, it’s your
hand; right or left doesn’t matter so long as it’s a snug fit. In a
perfect world women would also make every man responsible for
getting up to make breakfast, but I can see the problems with that
if you’re gay. Which man would make breakfast? And if you’re a
lesbian there isn’t a man to do it. If you’re a man alone is
breakfast all that important? And if it is you’d probably be
wishing that that there was a woman next to you as she’d probably
take care of it. And if you’re a woman on your own, you’re probably
glad that you don’t have to get out of that very nice, warm,
comfortable bed and can have a decent lie in. On reflection it’s
probably a stupid idea, especially if you have kids who think the
parents have gone completely demented because instead of the normal
arguments and inane insults flying around the kitchen table, there
are two love sick animals lying in bed who should be put out of
their misery and shot. Have you ever noticed how pre-teenagers
think you’re being naughty if you show any kind of love and
affection, whilst teenagers think that you should be shot for being
so disgusting because you’re way past the age of love and sex;
teenagers think sex is something they’ve discovered and can’t cope
with parents who ruin their street cred.

And whilst I’m at it I’d outlaw the likes of
Hallmark and all those bloody rose growing companies on the
14th. They just make men look guilty when they forget
it’s Valentine’s Day, or letting their women folk think that it’s
the only day of the year when men are supposed to be in love with
them.

But you have to agree that love is something that
you can’t really explain. I mean when you say “I love you”
in English the woman looks at you all gooey eyed, and then in the
next moment thinks you’ve been up to no good and guilty of
something akin to murder. Maybe it might be a damn sight easier if
we were to learn it in Spanish “Yo te amo”. Then at least,
being English, it’d have an exotic, romantic, feeling that love is
supposed to have. Of course you’d probably end up being worse off.
As a woman’s logic would likely be that you’re uttering something
that’s not what it’s meant to be, but some form of devious code for
calling her a stupid idiot. I don’t suppose men can win either
way.

Here you have to envy women because they seem to
have love sussed out. Cynics out there might say that’s because
women are genetically programmed for love, which doesn’t really
explain why Ma Barker loved her sons but was equally happy with
murdering people. Others might add that love is a woman’s thing,
that’s on a par with the monthly period. Men know it happens but
want to avoid it like the plague; others might happily conclude
that women lead men to think love is sex, because foreplay has
something to do with making love. But thinking about it, and if I’m
being really objective about it, women do have a better
understanding of what love is, or supposed to be. Of course men
have a vague idea of what it is but no great understanding of what
it really is; apart from it being three useful words in the
beginning of a relationship that opens the way to a woman’s
knickers. And much later on, three words that lead to problems
because you’ve forgot to say it with the same feeling as you did in
the beginning, or you forget to say them with any kind of
spontaneity later on.
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Philosophy

 


 


So there was the crux of my problem, sitting in my
old battered armchair, that’s outlasted every relationship I’ve
ever been in; and I’d imagine that most men are naturally great
philosophers in old battered armchairs, my mind became preoccupied
with what exactly was love?

Sometimes it comes to pass, for no reason at all as
in this particular case, that a question begins to bug you, nagging
away, interfering with your normal delusions, most of which are
determined by the amount of little testosterone men wearing hard
hats there are in either brain. Now I could’ve been a real man, you
know one of those fabled outlaws who’d been involved in an
audacious, and successful, bank robbery, riding hard across the
American mid-west plains for six days without a change of
underwear, who having arrived in a small town heads for the saloon,
his manly scent enough to kill a skunk dead in its tracks. Yes, I
could’ve been a real man proudly wearing underwear that would’ve
stood upright when removed, scowling and trying to look like
Hannibal Lector without any emotion in my body. But that’s not me;
no matter how big a testosterone punch kicks in. When I’m alone in
the armchair, I’m sort of soft, blubbery, in that kind of cute seal
pup way, before it gets whacked across the back of the head by an
hairy arsed Canadian participating in the annual rites of passage
seal cull. As a member of a strange sub species of the Neanderthal
family I occasionally like to stretch the grey matter into a warp
zone once in a while. And whilst any woman worth her salt might
think that men have two totally useless brains, I sat comfortably
in the most relaxing place in the world, or at least my world, I
dare say that they’d be gobsmacked to find me giving any thought to
the idea of love in a purely philosophical way. But gazing at your
navel, where the hairs sort of form surreal patterns that have a
mind of their own, and which would have caused Jackson Pollack to
paint in another style had he realised the potential of belly
button hairs to break every abstract and surrealist rule, the upper
brain becomes full of quite useful, or useless, questions that need
an answer of some description. The lower brain simply sleeps
because that’s all it does these days.

So it goes without saying that for most men, the
notion of love is to go where the angels fear to tread. If you’re
the Neanderthal sort of guy love is a four-letter word, which if
used sparingly brings in the kind of thirty-second response you’re
genetically programmed for on a good day. Or if dwelt on as a
subject, thought of in any great detail and talked about, you’re
labelled a raving gay screaming to be freed from the closet. By the
way, as the thought aimlessly floats through this vast desert of
intellectual pretentiousness, women expect you to say that you love
them but don’t expect to hear it said too often. If you do they
think you’re heading towards being incarcerated in the local
nuthouse, or worse they think you’re hiding some secret from them
and so view your declaration of love with great suspicion.

As I sit here in my armchair, wondering why it is
that some of the hairs around my belly button go one way, whilst
others go another way; or why some hairs are longer than the
others; or why the hairs in your belly button are called fluff; I
take a break from the intellectualising and actually wonder if I’ve
ever truly been in love.

Now the very thought of broaching the subject of
love for most men only happens when they’ve become, how shall I say
it… oh yes…tired and emotional; which means that they’re at that
point in the evening when they let their guard drop, distinctly
merry and well on the way to becoming as drunk as a celibate bishop
high on the fragrance of his house keeper’s knickers wafting about
outside on the clothesline. Even here macho rules apply because the
subject can only be discussed with someone they can trust who’s
also had one too many beers. Should they be on their own and start
the conversation with a likely looking fellow male sympathiser,
it’s almost certain they’ll get short shrift along with threats of
serious physical damage at worst, or being subjected to the most
lucid anally retentively colourful language known to the male
species, at best. And this is how it is when a stalwart member of
the male species opens his mouth and the word ‘love’ carelessly
falls from his upper orifice.

It doesn’t take much effort to picture the scene of
two male friends sitting at a pub table bemoaning the fact that the
‘old lady’ doesn’t understand them. So the world as they know it is
against them and they’re feeling sorry for themselves, and they’re
fed up with talking about sports, politics and work. Eventually,
because there’s nothing else to talk about, they start to slide
into a territory they’ve never been comfortable with, soften up and
feeling very relaxed, due to the excess of dutch courage, begin to
talk nonchalantly about love.

“You ever been in love.” The first philosophy asks
the other.

“Course.” The second philosopher replies with an
expression of complete uncertainty.

“How did you know you were in love?” The first
philosopher enquires with all the bravado of a young monkey
swinging from a branch high up in the tree canopy for the first
time without its mother on hand to rescue him if it all goes badly
wrong.

“I just knew I was. What about you?” The second
philosopher answers without answering the first philosopher,
throwing the ball back into his opponent’s court.

“I was the same.” The first philosopher returns the
service with a crafty backhand stroke.

“How many times you been in love?” The first
philosopher asks, hoping to catch the second philosopher on the
back foot.

“About the average.” The second philosopher answers
in the way all men do when wishing to give the impression that the
middle stump has seen plenty of action on the cricket field.

“Me too. Fancy another pint?” Both philosophers
concede a draw so as not to lose face in front of the other; both
subconsciously accepting that any emotional display is quite likely
to lead to some form of public ridicule.

“Wouldn’t mind. All this talk about love is thirsty
work.”

When you think about this type of conversation, you
sort of realise that love is a taboo subject for a man. Suddenly it
dawns on you that you’re now in your middle ages, men haven’t,
frighteningly, progressed that far in terms of Darwinian
thinking.

So having reached this point in life, and because
you’re bored with counting the hairs around your navel and
wondering if it’s possible to use the hairs attached to your belly
button for a hair transplant because you're getting balder each
day, you do a summing up. Then you suddenly realise that you’re
stumped for an answer because you have no idea if you’ve ever truly
been in love. And if you have been in love, how do you know that
you’ve been in love? All of a sudden it dawns on you that you may
not have actually been in love, but spent your life seriously in
lust; which, being a man, you thought was love.

Sitting there counting how many navel hairs have
started to turn grey, for no other reason than it stimulates the
shallow probing of an infertile mind, the problem of being in lust
or love causes a ripple of concern; it only being a ripple because
being a real man it’s easier to deal with lust than with the
subject of love. After all lust takes up only the space in your
brains that it’s supposed to, ten minutes of grunting and groaning
about the size of breasts, the shapely bum and so on; for the lower
brain the activity lasts no longer than thirty seconds on a fairly
good day.

But love is far more complex, and to the mind of a
man love comes either as a bunch of flowers or a box of chocolates,
and as both bring a smile to the face of the one you love that
simply confirms it is love. But then she throws a spanner in the
works when both brains fail to function and she asks the question
“Don’t you love me anymore?” By saying this, she’s simply
confirming that love is lust and lust is love. But then she
confuses the issue even further by trying to make you feel better
by saying things in a very soft, soothing voice, which for some
reason makes you feel like you’re in bed with your mother, who’s,
god forbid, naked.

To some men, the sight of their mother lying next to
them naked might have some kind of strange appeal; after all, if
we’re being honest about the matter of love, some men take the idea
of “a mother’s love” just a bit too far for my liking, as
you’ll no doubt discover if you’re inclined to read the tabloid
press. The thought of my lying next to my seventy year old,
shrivelled up, toothless mother who’s the size of Buckingham
Palace, is too horrifying to even contemplate for one nano second.
And thinking about it such a scene wouldn’t get into a Stephen King
novel as he’d be having nightmares just contemplating it.

Anyway, not wanting to dwell on the fact that once
upon a time I was the result of either lust or love, and certainly
not wanting to have a mental picture of my naked mother
spread-eagled on the bed, I quickly decide that, as I understand
lust and I don’t understand what love really is, and as I’ve got
nothing better to do with my time, I’d do some research on the
matter.
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Cavemen know best

 


 


Being a man, logical thought is a pretty normal
affair so I decided to call Dennis, a close friend whom I’d shared
many a drunken night with. After another mug of coffee, and lifting
my T-shirt to see if my belly button would further inspire me and
help clear the muddy waters, I called him; Dennis is an old mate
from my university days and when it comes to women a veritable font
of information, most of it dodgy. Dennis’s idea of the “ideal
woman” is that she should be rich, deaf and dumb, and own a very
large brewery. In addition she should be intelligent enough to know
where the rubbish goes, be able to make endless cups of coffee, be
the perfect hostess and servile, have the perfect body, hairless
apart from on top of her head, all her own teeth, wears a thong,
and will give into his every sexual whim, which listening to him is
vast. He once told me that there are two kinds of women; those you
shag and those you talk to. I reckon that if he got involved with a
woman who could talk and shag he’d end up in the nuthouse suffering
from a terminal case of incurable bewilderment.

“Hi Dennis”

“What’s up?” Dennis asked without any thought to a
cordial greeting. I never took offence at Dennis’s lack of
cordiality; it was part of his personality, or lack of it, when he
answered the phone and knew you.

“Nowt much, just in a bit of a quandary.” I said in
my normal non-committal tone of voice, not wishing to appear any
less of a man than Dennis. This was difficult as Dennis considered
Neanderthal man the perfect role model, something you should aspire
to on an hourly or daily basis.

“How long she been up the duff?” Dennis thinks a
quandary is some kind of problem related to sex, and despite his
very expensive education will never be persuaded that it’s not.

“No; nothing like that. Anyway I haven’t had a bonk
for ages…”

“Well the bitch is on heat if you fancy a change!”
Even for Neanderthal man Dennis’s idea of a sense of humour leaves
you cold at times.

“God, you’re a perverted bastard!”

“Lovely ain’t it! So what’s the prob?”

“Well I’ve been trying to understand what love is,
the emotion that is. You any ideas?”

“You gone for the back alley?” This was Dennis’s way
of asking if I’d become gay.

“Fuck off you idiot! No I haven’t. I was just
wondering about it, that’s all.” The phone went silent for a few
seconds, and then there was this crescendo of laughter from
Dennis.

“You’re fucking barmy! What the fuck do you want to
understand? Look mate, it’s easy. You say, “I love you” to the bird
and she thinks you do. You buy her chocs and a bunch of pansies and
say “I love you” and you prove you do. Now when she says it, you
know for definite she’s gone all mushy on you and getting into her
knickers ain’t gonna be a prob for a while. You see mate it’s
important that she’s under the impression that you love her, but
you don’t have to love her in that soppy, hairy fairy, “I’m a
raving kind of poofter” way. Jesus mate! If we all start asking
what the fuck love is, there isn’t gonna be a man left to hold his
head high.”

“But I thought it was something more than that.” I
asked, sounding a little too naive.

“Jesus! You doing dope you plonker?” According to
the world of Dennis, a man showing the least bit of emotion was
either a smackhead, in need of a swift boot up the arse, or should
be sent to the local mental asylum for an unspecified length of
time.

“No, I just got intrigued by the thought.”

“Look, when it concerns a bird all you think of is
fucking the arse off her. If she’s tasty then hang on to her and
have some fun, but for fuck’s sake forget the love crap. It ain’t
healthy for blokes to think like arse stabbers.” As can be guessed,
Dennis has never got to grips with the fact that we’re living in
politically correct times.

“Thanks for the advice, see you at the party.”

“Yes, and for christ’s sake go and get laid! See you
mate!” Dennis was in fits of hysterical laughter as I put the phone
down.

Although I’d known Dennis for years I had doubts
about what he’d said, and decided to ignore it. I’ve no idea if I
was getting soft in my old age but I seemed to be on a different
planet to him.
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techno-4-idiots

 


 


Being of a logical disposition my first port of call
was the Internet, which really does no more than prove that men
have the potential to provide the world with something extremely
useful, but instead end up using it to pamper to the lowest common
denominator, the second brain.

The great joy of the “search box” is that techno
idiots like me can enter two words, my English teacher would’ve
been proud of me, and up pops a thousand pages of information,
which gives the upper brain such a jolt that I’m tempted to suck my
thumb. But you can’t blame the Internet, after all it’s the perfect
slave to man’s every whim; O that women were as subservient and
that the illusory “G spot” was nothing more than the “G” on the
keyboard, easily found and touched, giving a gentle squeak when
pressed. I can’t help but think that the world of sex might be far
more satisfactory if women were as user friendly as a computer
keyboard.

The only problem when using the all singing all
dancing twenty year old 386 pc at my disposal is that it’s so slow,
so slow that if it was entered into a race against a snail and a
slug, it would come in third. I take some comfort in the fact that
this wonder of ancient technology works precisely at the speed my
upper brain functions; which happily means it doesn’t moan, groan
and utter obscenities when I touch the wrong button.

Typing the word “love” into the empty search box
fills me with a feeling of excitement, a longing that I’ll find, in
the space of milliseconds, the answer to my quest. I sit mesmerised
by the icon spinning in a wondrous centrifugal way, and although
it’s no different to watching the washing machine turn endlessly,
there’s a real sense of adventure in the unknown.

Pandora’s box finally arrived, delivering millions
of links to the world of love. A colossal number of opportunities
to find out whether I’d been in love or not. Millions of ways of
spending the next forty years stuck in front of the pc screen, my
eyes slowly dimming, sliding helplessly into total blindness. For a
moment or so I sat there thinking of being a real man and ploughing
through the never ending links to unknown pages hanging about in
cyberspace, waiting to be tickled. The thought of what Phillip
Marlowe would have done, faced with such a mass of evidence, didn’t
help much, nor did the fleeting image of Miss Marples bent over the
table, the tweed skirt of her twin set rising, slightly revealing a
pair of virgin white frilly knickers causing the lower brain to
shrink inwardly, leaving me in no doubts that the night ahead was
going to be a very long one. As for Sherlock Holmes, another trip
spent on cocaine, heroin or morphine might have continued to better
occupy his time.

Faced with the prospect of ploughing through a never
ending Everest sized amount of pages containing who knows what, I
returned to the kitchen to make a very large mug of strong coffee,
which contained enough sugar to keep my doctor verbally entertained
and active for three months. Returning to the normally comfortable
chair on which I was to become even more intimately involved, I
could’ve sworn it had become more like “old sparky” than the plush
leather piece of luxurious decadence I’d spent many a happy hour
sat in.

Manfully I took charge, although, as with every
manful activity, this was just an illusion pampering to notions of
grandeur that never stand up to any superficial scrutiny. The truth
is that men either have a tendency to be like Dennis, stooped,
hairy and no knuckles on his hands due to them having so much
contact with the ground; or able to operate any form of technology
because it’s designed by another man. Those things in the kitchen,
washing machines, irons, vacuum cleaners etc are only understood by
women because they were designed by men so as not to be used by
men; thriving at the apex of the food chain I nibbled on a fairy
cake.

Idle curiosity, for a man, is a bit like making
determined New Year resolutions, a good idea after drinking ten
pints of chemically enhanced, liberally mixed with gas and brown
water that revels in the name of British beer. But the after
morning plunge into reality, throbbing head, a gut suffering from
chronic heaving, and a backside so hot it needs a session of
colonic irrigation by the local fireman putting his hosepipe where
the sun has never seen the light of day.

Whilst no man worth his salt would ever consider
complaining about the rigours of war, I being in a present state of
some delicacy due to my quest, which is allowed because
occasionally men do have a sensitive side, I stare at the Internet
list in front of me. Any man who can use a computer is, in my eyes,
perfectly capable of working out acronyms and for the next three
boring hours, despite the odd feeling of immense superiority having
cracked this or that rare code, I discovered that geek speak was
way beyond my simple ken. Even Ghandi would’ve been hard pressed to
find any kinder word than idiot to explain how I felt.

Out of boredom, I suppose, or appealing to my macho
mentality, which is more likely, I moved the sweaty covered mouse
and pointed the cursor at a word I’d never seen before, “MILF”.
Although curiosity should have got the better of me, and under any
other circumstances I’d have immediately clicked on it, I spent a
little time exercising the vastly undeveloped single cell sitting
atop my shoulders.



It’s a sight to behold, and any man watching another
man in a state of thought will telepathetically urge him on to even
greatly inspired peaks of banal drivel. Working on the assumption
that each man on earth has a brain containing one cell, mostly in a
state of torpor, there are approximately three billion brain cells
lazily drifting through life, it’s quite depressing to realise that
the total world population of male brain cells would fit in twenty
female brains.

After thirty minutes of getting nowhere, apart from
the nervous system calming down due to the deluge of caffeine
racing through my slowly clogging arteries and veins, I finally
gave into the inevitable defeat and clicked on the search page that
put the word milf halfway down. Never in my worst nightmare did I
ever envisage the pictures I was now sat in front of. My eyes
blinked in horror; my eyes screwed up so tight that the vacuum
behind them was threatening to drag the optical nerve backwards,
with the avowed intention of strangling the life out of the
solitary cell, now hopelessly lost in the confusing vast emptiness
of my upper brain. The wind outside rattled the window frames, the
room spun, my mouth agape, the single cell working so frantically
it was in danger of immediate overload, the thought of
self-combustion becoming a swift reality; death a mere second
away.

Do you ever get that peculiar feeling? The one full
of disgust, where, no matter the honourable intention at the
beginning, you end up feeling like a perverted idiot? It’s a
delicate son’s nightmare to see a crinkly old woman cavorting
around, naked apart from the enormous pair of knickers that must
have been the inspiration behind Baden Powell’s successful attempts
to house twenty-four pubescent spotty male teenagers under the same
canvas roof. Her bra would have served as a pair of swinging
hammocks for two brawny sailors, serving aboard a submarine. As for
the picture of this lusty female, it’s impossible to believe that
she could be that supple: I mean when did you ever see a sixty-five
year old, bent over, poking her head through her open legs,
greedily feeding on something I’d rather not describe.

True I’m being a little over dramatic...but who
wouldn’t be if they were faced with an image that bore a striking
resemblance to my mother.
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“The font of all knowledge...

especially when it comes to a pink blancmange”

 


 


The Internet proved a disaster, and having discovered
that “MILF” means “Mothers I’d Like to Fuck.” I gave it up pronto,
if not sooner. Sexually rampant grannies isn’t something that bears
thinking about, and certainly not to be contemplated when I think
of my own mother; who I’ll only ever believe spends her days in
such exciting pursuits as knitting the horrible socks she gives me
every birthday, Christmas and at any other time of her
choosing.

With the Internet out of the way I decided to start
from a woman’s point of view. A fleeting moment of logic dictated
here that women’s stuff, books, magazines and so on, were a great
source of material; and so it proved, but not in the way that I’d
expected.

The first step was to try and understand what a
woman thought love was. Being a man and not knowing any better, I
remembered seeing a programme on the telly all about love. The one
woman that I can remember waxing lyrically about it was this
enormous old bird, dressed from head to foot in pink. She had black
eyelashes the length of a peacock’s tail, and was reclining on a
chaise longue, reminding me of some antiquated madam who owned a
French brothel. I still recall looking at this pink vision; she
looked somewhat comical especially when she spoke. It was like
watching a talking pink blancmange, speaking with a very
aristocratic accent, as though the only thing that had ever been in
her mouth was a couple of cooking plums. Anyway, I didn’t really
take her all that seriously. It’s a problem I’ve got with my
betters, the educated British middle class. When it comes to the
English language they either speak in words that sound good but
mean nothing, or they speak with a tongue that spends its time more
usefully licking bottoms.

Be that as it may, and I was blowed if I could
remember what her name was, I traipsed off to the public library to
see if they could help. The girl at the information counter was a
bespectacled thing, sort of mousy in a vulnerable kind of way,
standing about five-foot three inches. She was dressed in jeans and
I presume a white polo shirt, she had this loose fitting navy blue
jumper on so I couldn’t really tell. I suppose she was the junior
librarian, having just finished her studies or had recently
graduated from a college or university somewhere.

“Good morning sir. How may I help you?” As she said
this I noticed that she’d already assumed the air of the typical
librarian. She looked at me as though I was a hopeless case.
Someone, who didn’t know one end of a bookcase from the other, or
that catalogue numbers were a method of quickly identifying what
section you should be looking in. She also adopted that peculiar
librarian habit of peering over the top of her glasses so as to
infer she was intellectually more superior than I was. It didn’t
matter that I’d been through a lifetime of real experiences, and
that I was probably twice her age. She obviously thought that the
real world was in a book somewhere. I, being a man and human, was
obviously far less interesting than Gulliver on his travels.

“Morning. I’m looking for romance.” I said, happy
that I’d begun my quest.

“Perhaps you might try the personal columns in the
Nightly Post sir” She replied condescendingly.

“No I’m not looking for real romance; I’m looking
for romantic books.” I replied with a hint of sarcasm.

“Ah. Do you want male, female or gay writers? The
way she slightly drawled out the word “gay” in a hushed whispered
tone of voice I took it that she thought I was gay.

“Well female actually. It’s for a research project
I’m doing at the moment.” For some reason my voice suddenly became
deeper.

“Novels, biographies, poetry?” Librarians have this
annoying habit of being very specific I thought.

“Oh…urh…I’m not sure. Any advice?” I said this in a
professorial tone of voice, kind of absentminded and vague.

“Well if I knew what kind of research it was, I
might be able to help you.” She said this in a tone that indicated
I was something of a moron.

“Ah yes…” I said in my best imitation Einstein
voice, “…well I saw this very large pink blancmange speaking with
an aristocratic voice on a television programme, she was talking
about the idea of love and what it meant. I thought that might be a
good starting point, but I’ve no idea what her name is.” The look
she gave me left me in no doubt that I was a moron.

“One moment sir, I’ll go and ask the senior
librarian if they know who you mean.” Her expression left me in no
doubt that I was a pain in the neck, and that she had better things
to do with her time.

I stood at the counter and waited for what seemed
like an eternity, but was in reality only five minutes or so. The
time dragged by, mostly because this old biddy behind me kept
looking at me, as though I was an inmate at the local nuthouse. You
could see her mind doing overtime, conjuring up perverted stories
about a fifty year old guy asking very young librarians for “dirty
books”. For some reason I began to feel very guilty; much in the
same way you do when you see a police officer approach you, looking
at you with beady eyes, eyeing you and down, sussing out whether
you’re on the wanted poster back at the nick.

“It seems sir, that the lady author, to whom you
referred to as a “pink blancmange”, is none other than the prolific
romantic novelist, Brenda Castle.” This was said in a somewhat
patronising tone, and now not only was I a lover of pornography but
also a naughty little boy, disguised as a moronic idiot.

“Thank you and where may I find her books?” I asked
wanting to flee the oppression I was beginning to feel. Mothers and
female librarians have this gift for making you feel worthless as a
man.

“Upstairs on level three. Take the lift and ask the
receptionist to point you in the right direction.” Clearly from her
tone of voice she was happy to be rid of me.

“Thank you.” I replied. I sort of scampered away
without trying to appear as though I was scampering. As I escaped I
could hear the old biddy and the young librarian talking in hushed
tones, it was as though I was listening to the echoing of a
judgement being passed on the guilty at a hanging trial.

As is normal at public libraries, where the library
is four stories high, and lifts have been installed for use by the
elderly, the disabled and others too knackered to climb the several
flights of steep stairs, the lift was out of order. The thought of
climbing all those bloody concrete steps without the aid of an
oxygen mask was not what I intended. It had been years since I’d
done any physical exercise and climbing the stairs to bed was
enough to send me into a fit of wheezing, spluttering and god awful
coughing. However, I was on a mission of love, and if I was to
truly understand the meaning of love, then for the love of
humanity, even if I died valiantly in the attempt, I’d be bloody
minded enough to succeed. Twenty minutes later I staggered to the
double doors, grabbed hold of their chrome handles and fell flat on
my face in an undignified heap, as they swung open towards the
reception desk. As I dropped to the floor I spluttered out the
words “romance, romance, romanccccccccccccccccce!”

Five minutes later I feel this wet thing dabbing
away at my forehead. The first thing that sprang to mind through
the hazy fog was that a dog had cocked its leg and was relieving
itself over my face. Then I hear this husky voice asking me if I
was alright.

“You alright dear?” the kindly voice said
sympathetically.

“Uh.”

“You alright dear?” The receptionist repeated in a
slightly softer voice.

“Um…I think so.” I sounded confused and had no idea
where I was at that moment.

“Stay there the ambulance is on its way; it won’t be
long.” This was said in a matter of fact tone, much like a recorded
message that is repeated forever and infinitum.

“No, no. I need romance not an ambulance.” I wasn’t
being very cooperative.

“No sir, I think at this moment romance is out of
the question. And it is county council policy that if someone has
an accident in the library we have to call for an ambulance.” I
later found out that the county council doesn’t appreciate having
dead bodies lying around its public libraries, and the first sign
somebody is possibly heading that way the staff call an ambulance.
I found out later that this particular library called the ambulance
on a regular basis due to the amount of seventy year olds having to
climb the stairs because the lift never worked. I now understand
that the library is reviewing where it keeps its romantic
novels.

“But I’m ok.” I said in a slurred voice.

“We’ll let the nice ambulance people decide that.”
The receptionist said, pinning me down with a strength that belied
her slim stature.

“But I’m ok I tell you!” I’ve begun raising my voice
at Attila the Hun for sitting across my chest and holding me down
with her knees.

The ambulance crew arrived ten minutes later, coming
up via the service lift; apparently it never breaks down due to
being serviced regularly and a volume of health & safety rules
entirely dedicated to safe working practices in the workplace,
which says much about the state of British customer service in the
public sector. Apparently it’s perfectly ok for a customer to pop
their clogs providing the ambulance has been called. But the good
health and enslavement of the British worker is enshrined in law.
And the serf must be prevented from dying where they’re
employed.

“You alright sir?” The ambulance man said kneeling
beside me with a weary look on his face.

“Yes, but I only want romance…” I say with eyes
wobbling about in their sockets.

“Now sir, there’s plenty of time for that.” I wasn’t
all that convinced by the tone in his voice.

“Doesn’t look good. I think he’s suffering from a
mild form of delirium caused by the bump to his head as he hit the
floor.” The ambulance man says this to his colleague in a sort of
casual way, to which his lazily unconcerned colleague simply nodded
in agreement.

“Look sir, I think it would be a good idea if we
took you to the hospital just to get you checked out, and make sure
no real damage has been done. I’m sure there’s nothing to worry
about, but it’s better to be safe than sorry.” I’m sure there was a
hint of sincerity in his voice, but I couldn’t tell for sure.

“I want Brenda. Gimme Brenda. I need Brenda!” I was
now feeling slightly delirious from the bang on the head.

“Who’s Brenda?” The ambulance man asked the
receptionist.

“I’ve no idea, perhaps it’s his wife.” The
receptionist shrugged her shoulders with indifference.

“Did he arrive with anyone?” The ambulance man asked
trying to locate the whereabouts of the enigmatic Brenda.

“Brenda, Brenda, where art thou oh lovely Brenda?”
I’m now reciting Shakespeare, or at least an up dated version of
it.

“Brenda will be here soon sir.” The ambulance man
quietly says this to reassure me, although puzzled as to why Brenda
hadn’t appeared.

“I’ve no idea who he arrived with. The first time I
saw him he was sprawled out across the floor, not moving.” The
receptionist forgot to mention that she was engrossed in
conversation at the time with a woman she obviously found
attractive.

“Oh my beautiful pink blancmange, why doust thou
hide thy voluptuous body from me. Do I not want to sink my teeth
into thy sweet, milky, succulent body?”

“Why’s he talking about pink blancmange?” The second
ambulance man asked the first.

“No idea. Clearest case of delirium I’ve ever seen.”
The first replied, casually picking his nose.

“What’s your name sir?” The first ambulance man asks
me. He is leaning over me, whilst the second holds me down to stop
me struggling. I wanted to get up.

“I’m the man with no name. Go on make my day punk.”
I say this with both eyes crossed, wearing a gormless smile.

“Where are we sir?” The second ambulance man asks me
this, whilst giving the first a wink. This clearly indicating that
I’m off my rocker.

“I’m here on the floor, being held down for no good
reason that I can think of. Oh yes I can! We’re in England, that
green and pleasant slime bucket of a country ruled by that
megalomaniac Blair and his blue rinse sweetheart Bush!” The sarcasm
in my voice was biting, not helped by a local police constable who
had just gone off duty and was looking for a book of love poems he
could recite to his superintendent. Both were having a secret
relationship with each other.

The constable called on his radio for backup, saying
there was a highly disturbed individual being pinned down to the
floor by two ambulance men, screaming something about a pink
blancmange using a poor rendition of Shakespeare, imitating Larry
Olivier.
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The joy of being treated by the NHS

 


 


The doctor finally saw me, three hours after I
arrived at the A&E. All this time I’d been strapped down to the
trolley as a precautionary measure and I couldn’t move anything
except my mouth and eyes.

“Well what do we have here then?” The doctor’s tone
was on the patronising side, which is par for the course for those
who believe that they’re God, walking around in a white coat,
smelling of Armani aftershave, looking like George Clooney. Doctors
also tend to suffer from a peculiar medical condition known as
“Intellectual Pomposity”, apparently if you’re not afflicted
by this neurological condition, it’s impossible to become a
doctor.

“What we have here is a man who’s trussed up like a
Christmas turkey, waiting for some evil, knife wielding, maniac to
pronounce him well and truly stuffed.” I warbled. Clearly I was in
a horizontally challenged position, but I thought what the
hell.

“Erm…I see we have a comedian. Now what happened to
bring you here?” His bedside manner was on a par with his
intellect.

“God, don’t you lot in the National Health Service
talk to each other anymore?” It seems that the higher you climb the
ladder, the less likely it is that you’ll talk to those below in
case they appear much brighter than you are.

“Yes, we do. And it might help us get along if you
cooperated.” His sarcasm was a bit much.

“Well I was looking for romance in the library,
which I was told was on the third floor.”

“Is the library a good place for romance? I wouldn’t
have thought that you could be romantic with lots of people sitting
around.” Laying there strapped down I began to wonder how much
intelligence you needed to become a doctor.

“Well not romance actually, I was looking for love.”
I wanted to see just how intelligent doctors were.

“Ah. I see. A case of eyes meeting through the gap
in the bookshelves.” The doctor’s face softened slightly and a
faraway look appeared in his eyes. Clearly an idiot I thought.

“Not really, but I was told by a friend you could
find whatever you were looking for at the library.” I sort of
giggled inwardly.

“Can’t say that I’ve ever found love or romance in a
library.” There was sadness in the eyes of the doctor at this
point. I was doing all that I could not to burst out laughing,
which wasn’t helping the throbbing head much.

“My friend told me, that there was every kind of
romance and love in the library.” It took me all my strength not to
burst out laughing as I said this.

“Anyway, the report here says that you kept talking
about a pink blancmange and someone called Brenda; can you shed any
light on those two things? Having now begun to reach the early
stages of being compos mentis I could but I was too busy having
fun.

“Well I used to eat a lot of blancmange when I was a
kid, most often in a sherry trifle that my mum used to make for
Sunday tea; still does for that matter. As for Brenda, I don’t
personally know anyone by that name. Do you know anyone called
Brenda?”

“And you’ve no idea why you’d be talking about
them?” He ignored my question.

“Not that I can think of.” The doctor put back on
his doctor face and looked at me, with what can only be described
as a look of psychiatric interest.

“Well as far as I can ascertain you have suffered a
mild concussion, coupled with a swelling to the right temple caused
by your head hitting the floor when you fell in the library.”

“What does that mean in layman’s terms?” I asked not
being medically informed.

“You’ll be dizzy for a couple of days, with a
headache that we’ll give you painkillers for, and the lump on the
right side of your head will disappear after a week but the
bruising will last a bit longer; probably ten days or so. I think
it would be wise to keep you in overnight for observation and see
how you feel tomorrow afternoon. Is there anyone you need to
inform? We’ll be happy to give them a call” His bedside manner
improved slightly now the examination had been completed.

“No, I’m on my own and the nearest family is miles
away. For one night it’s not worth bothering them.” I didn’t want
anyone worrying my mother, as she’d become convinced that I was
suffering from a blood clot on the brain. In the past this has led
to all kinds of weird and wonderful conditions that have no known
medical terminology, but which my mother would be fully conversant
with. Once in the hospital there might be a psychiatrist passing
by, and upon hearing my mother might decide the world was a much
safer place if she was detained for a while.

“If you need anything let the nurse know and she’ll
help you out.” Before I could ask for the straps to be removed the
doctor had disappeared through the curtains that hid me from the
rest of the A&E. Eventually an extremely large nurse came in
and proceeded to take off the straps. As she slowly undid each one
I wondered if she’d had ever been in love, I noticed she wasn’t
wearing a ring on her wedding finger. I did sort of fleetingly
wonder why they called it the wedding finger on account that it’s
us that get married and not the finger. Then I sort of wondered why
all those medical experts and fitness gurus on the telly keep
telling us that we should be taking more exercise, eating more
fresh fruit and vegetables and leading healthier lifestyles, when
here I’m being untied by every broken health rule in the book. Then
I took comfort in the fact that half the experts in the medical
world tell you not to eat anything grown in soil because it’s
likely to be full of toxins, herbicides, insecticides, fertilisers
and genetically modified. Then the thought passed through my mind
that probably more people die trying to get fit than those who
refuse to take any exercise.

“Excuse me nurse, have you ever been in love?” I
asked trying to avoid the very large breasts that were in danger of
suffocating me as she undid the straps.

“Bit of a personal question isn’t it.” She replied
somewhat softly.

“Yes I’m sorry for asking but I’m doing some
research on love. I’m trying to find out what it really is so I can
find out if I’ve ever been in love.” She looked at me and
smiled.

“How old are you?”

“Fifty.”

“And you don’t know if you’ve ever been in
love.”

“No.” I said and sort of felt embarrassed at the
answer.

“Then you’ve never been in love, because if you had
you’d have no reason to be asking the question.” At that she took
away the straps and disappeared through the curtains, gently
giggling to herself. Sometimes it’s better to accept defeat when a
woman is clearly brighter than you are.
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Bookstores, gay rights & old rockers

 


 


I was released from the hospital the next afternoon,
the doctor satisfied that whilst I may have been suffering from an
unknown psychiatric disorder, I was as sane as I was going to get
and that my head injuries were nothing worse than a bad bang on the
head that I’d quickly recover from. With that he ordered my release
thrusting a fourteen day sick note into my hand and said that if I
continued to suffer from an headache, or it got worse, or I started
vomiting, or I suffered from double vision for longer than an hour,
or I felt dizzy, or…and so the list went on, I was to come back in
for another check-up. The big nurse said goodbye, and wished me
good luck in my quest, and then as she walked away she stopped,
turned round, looked at me and gave me the kind of smile that
mothers give you when you’ve done something wrong. It was a sort of
knowing smile that makes you feel safe but utterly stupid.

Now at home and not wanting to go out, the head was
throbbing away like a pneumatic drill hammering away into the road,
I lay on the sofa with a pen and pad and started to jot down the
odd idea of where I could found out what I needed to know. I wasn’t
going back to the library (1) because I didn’t fancy scaling Mount
Everest again, and (2) because I’d never be able to look the
receptionist on the third level in the face without feeling
ridiculous. Due to the headache I couldn’t concentrate so I got off
the sofa and drifted over to the CD collection and rummaged through
the two hundred or so looking for something to play. I picked up
Robert Palmer and the Spice Girls but abandoned them on account
they’d have been too much for my head to cope with. The only thing
I could cope with was Julie London, whose singing always reminded
me of the most delicious honey dripping off the tongue.

Laying back on the sofa I listened to the lyrics,
most of which were about lost love, the end of love, the beginning
of love, the hurt of love, the joy of love, the doubts of love, the
hope of love and so on. The thing that struck me was the words
used. Love seemed to be just a bunch of words inadequately
expressing the idea of love. Julie wasn’t to blame for this because
you could hear the human emotion of love with every note she sang,
but it still sounded like a collection of words put together for
the purpose of explaining what the lyricist thought love was. This
got me to thinking that the nurse had been wrong, and though I
didn’t know it at the time I had been in love, it was just that
being male I couldn’t accept that I’d been in love; and being male
lust was the only known and understood aphrodisiac .

I then put Billie Holiday on and listened carefully
to the words she was singing, and love seemed to be this
extraordinarily painful emotion that women seemingly have to endure
with their man; the man not really giving a shit what he was
putting the woman through. But even though Lady Day sang like
nobody else can, I still didn’t get what love actually meant in
real terms as an emotion.

Now that my curiosity had been pricked I went
through my CD collection, playing dozens of love songs and still
came to the same conclusion. What I found confusing to my aging and
befuddled upper brain was that someone could sit down and write
about love, and someone could sing those words with great emotion,
but nobody could actually explain it in a way that I could
understand. At this point I decided that I was an idiot, suffering
from delusions of love, no further forward in my quest. I went back
to my belly button to see how many grey hairs had grown in the last
few days; at least they were something that made sense to me.

The next week saw me getting better. The headache
had all but gone, leaving behind a fuzziness that I couldn’t decide
whether or not it had been there in the first place, before the
fall, or whether the fall had actually shaken my brain so violently
it decided to enter the land of the living. On finding out that
it’d been sitting all those years inside the skull of a man, the
fuzziness was the brain’s way of complaining it was in the wrong
head of the wrong sex. The swelling on the side of the head had
shrunk to the size of a walnut and just about as wrinkled due to
the fluid inside not having disappeared evenly; the bruising took
on a black/brown/purple/yellowish hue that resembled a birthmark
high on crack cocaine. The upside was that I kept getting
sympathetic looks from women in the supermarket, and men thought,
you could tell by their admiring glances, I was a bit of a lad and
if I looked that battered god only knows what the other guy looked
like. In the supermarket, due to the fuzziness, I kept rubbing my
head in the same that Columbo does when he knows who has committed
the murder, and women would come up to me asking if I was ok. I,
being a man and not wishing to miss an opportunity, played the
sympathy card and said that I’d been involved in a car accident
with a drunk driver, and that I was still suffering from the
concussion I received when my head collided with the windscreen due
to the seatbelt breaking free and the airbag not working due to a
fault in the design system. I just smiled when they guided me round
the shelves, helping me with the shopping, filling the trolley,
advising me what I should buy, what to avoid and so on. A couple of
times they even treated me to a cup of tea afterwards because I
looked so done in due to the stress of it all. I’d truly forgotten
what it was to be mothered.

Whilst this was fun, and I did enjoy it more than I
should have, the question of what was love kept interfering with
the fuzziness, which for some reason kept drifting in and out like
an ebbing tide. So I did nothing else but write indecipherable
scribblings down on several sheets of ruled A4 paper, that I’d
found somewhere in the flat. Such appalling handwriting was an
embarrassment to me, but any blame cannot be laid at my door, the
blame is entirely the fault, rightly, of those middle class
educated liberals who thought it was a brilliant idea to abandon
compulsory handwriting lessons at school. Why they did so is a
completely unfathomable mystery to me, except I don’t feel all that
embarrassed when I see the state of the doctor’s writing on my
prescription. It’s somehow comforting to think that a five-year-old
child has far more legible handwriting than a doctor who has spent
countless years training to become a doctor. Perhaps it’s part of
the Hippocratic oath, “Thou canst only wear a mantle of white,
and cure the ill of sickness, whence your writing becomes a
nightmare to read.”

Anyway, having not progressed that far in finding
the Holy Grail of love, and having abandoned my notes, I couldn’t
read what I’d written, I decided to go to the local cathedral of
books, Butterstones. I’d never been in before on account that I’m
not a great reader, I sort of wander into charity shops and pick up
the odd tatty tome that probably has deep and meaningful
conversations with the shop manageress, but when I get home I sort
of put it down somewhere, never to find it for weeks on end, by
which time I think that I’ve read it and return it back to the shop
where I bought it from. From the point of view of being thought of
as a thoroughly decent chap, who is utterly altruistic as regards
the local community and who believes in recycling the inspirational
ideas of the likes of Jeffery Archer, then I’m your man. However,
in terms of being a thoroughly well-read chap, full of witticisms
and intellectually stimulating I’m not, and as far as regular
reading goes I get as far as page three of the Sun newspaper,
happily avoiding pages one and two.

Even though I say it myself, and the last person to
ever say that capitalism is capable of fulfilling any dream save
going to hell eventually, Butterstones was a revelation. The store
was massive and rose four storeys high into the grey, rain
threatening sky above. More importantly, even though there was
trepidation in my mind that I’d have to scale K2, something that
I’d no intention of doing, the lift actually worked: perhaps the
moral here is that the county council should be privatised and left
to fend for itself in the market. As far as the eye could see there
were books, lots of books and more books. In some ways it was like
the library, except there were no dog eared pages, no torn dust
covers, no bus tickets left inside, no obscene ditties on the
inside front cover, and no drawings by a three year old child of
mummy, daddy and pussy the three legged cat with one eye. More
noticeable was the freshness of the place, the lack of human odours
as you walked around, the only smells that I could detect were the
books themselves, nice, bright, shiny, untouched by the unwashed
masses, and a sort of floral scent that gently wafted around in the
air.

The staff were fairly young, which was a bit off
putting considering that the only thing the young know about love
is lust and sex, either saying they’re getting it or are saving
themselves before getting it. Anyway, the good news was that it was
like walking into the United Nations, every ethnic group seemed to
be represented, as well as every type of sexual gender, man, woman,
gay, lesbian, transsexual, bisexual, asexual, non-sexual, openly
sexual, disgustingly sexual, sickeningly sexual and a few
celibates, and I shouldn’t wonder if a few eunuchs weren’t floating
around somewhere; and this was just the staff. Don’t ask me how I
recognised all these various types, but seeing which member of
staff was tending to which books sort of gave me a clue. So having
been initially gob smacked by the surprise of it all, I went up to
the information desk and met my first hurdle, the individual about
to inform me where I should go to find out the meaning of love.

“Good morning sir. And what may I do for you?” I
stood there rigid, not knowing what to say; this was the first time
I’d ever met anyone who was so obviously GAY! He stood there, all
five foot ten inches of him, wearing eyeliner, a gold hoop in each
ear, and using a tone of voice that I’d only heard on television.
HE WAS SO CAMP!

“Oh!” I said with complete and utter surprise. I’d
always led a pretty sheltered life, this encounter just proved I’d
actually been living deep underground and that life wasn’t as I
knew it.

“Oh I know sir. Bit of a revelation bumping into me
isn’t it?” The voice got camper.

“Uh…yes…no…”

“Don’t worry love, my tongue becomes ever so twisted
when I slap my eyes on something I’ve never seen before.” For some
unknown reason his eyes lit up at the thought, and he gently licked
his lips with the tip of his tongue. Then he proceeded to look me
up and down ever so slowly, sighed quietly and said “Mmmmmm.”

“I’m looking for romance…” As soon as the words fell
from my mouth I knew I’d made a monumental error, but too late the
damage was done.

“Me too! He started gesticulating with his hands and
body in what I can only describe as…no there are no words that can
describe how gesticulating his body became.

“No! No!” I was nearly in tears.

“Come on love, no need to be shy; not round me.” He
puckered his lips slightly towards me.

“No, I need romance and love.” I was past
caring.

“I know. We all do. It’s what makes the world go
round. You ever been to the Pink Angel, absolute darlings go there.
I’m sure we can find you a nice friend there. I’m free at
eight!”

“Whilst I’m flattered that you think you can find me
a nice friend, and that you want to take me to the Pink Angel, and
that you’re free at eight, I only came in for a book.” I was
somewhat surprised to find that I had such a deep manly sounding
voice.

“Ooooo you are a one aren’t you! And what would that
be, something by Joe Orton, Kenneth Williams, Julian Cleary, Graham
Norton?” He got a bit snotty when he said this.

“Actually I’m looking for female authors…”

“To find your feminine side then sweetie?”

“No, to discover what the meaning of love is.”

“No luck with females then. Have you thought of…” I
didn’t let him finish.

“Could you tell me where I can find the female
novelists section.” I was getting a bit exasperated with him.

“Oh alright. It’s on the fourth floor. Take the lift
over there and someone up there will help you.” He sounded a little
dejected that I wanted to escape his clutches.

“Thank you for your help.” Pavarotti would’ve
marvelled at the depth of my tenor voice.

As I walked away I could hear the sighs coming from
his mouth; I also heard “I just love straight men in denial.” The
lift doors closed me off from the world and I breathed a deep sigh
of relief as it started its upward journey.

A few moments later I’m stepping out of the
utilitarian, perfectly functional lift, that resembled a four-star
sardine can, and headed towards the information desk. Seeing the
guy behind the desk, I realise that Butterstones is probably one of
the few capitalist businesses in England that takes seriously its
commitment to equal opportunities, and actually gives a shit about
the people who work for it. Whilst I’d fended off the unwarranted
attentions of Gay Pride on the ground floor, here I was faced with
Mr. Casual, wearing a pair of tatty denims and a Motorhead T-shirt
and sporting a pair of Harry Potter type glasses. He was young, or
so I thought, from a distance, possibly in part due to the
cascading, dark brown wavy hair that tumbled carelessly over his
broadish shoulders and the attire he was wearing. Meeting eye to
eye I encountered a face that had clearly suffered the ravages of a
delinquent teenage period, pockmarked and slightly greying. For
some strange reason I felt at ease, maybe because, close up, I
wasn’t much older than he was. He was wearing a genuine smile and
seemed happy in his job: which proved that wearing a collar and tie
was not essential to good business practice.

For a moment I pondered on the thought of how
counter-productive it was to wear a suit. Most businesses demand
you wear one, for the only reason that it, apparently, sends out a
signal that you’re dealing with a business that’s professional and
upstanding. Then I thought about the times I’d been ripped off by
someone wearing a suit, or lied to, or conned into this or that
deal. And then came the list of the people you’d never invite to
dinner because they’re parasites of the worst kind, the politician,
the lawyer, the car dealer, the salesman, estate agents and the
endless number of people all wearing a suit. It’s funny how the
English hang on to this ridiculous idea that a suit represents
something, which in real life evaporates the moment they’ve got
their grubby little mitts on your ballot paper or signature on the
dotted line. No, give me a person wearing tatty jeans, grotty
T-shirt and an honest smile, far more trustworthy in my
opinion.

“Yes sir how can I help you?” Said, I thought, with
the right amount of cheerful sincerity.

“I’m looking for female novelists.”

“You want romantic novels, or horror, or sex, or cut
a man’s balls off kind of stuff.” A man of honest language I added
to my previous thought.

“Romance and love.” I breathed inwardly and finally
felt more hopeful of getting somewhere.

“Well we’ve got the Victorian melodramas like the
Bronte sisters stuff, but I wouldn’t recommend that as it’s boring
crap and there’s no sex in it, but it’s full of romantic delusions.
Then we’ve got Brenda Castle’s books full of romance, virgins and
idiots in shining suits of armour running around wildly on horses.
Or there’s the new writers like Erica Sykes spouting on about women
swearing like men, acting like men, shagging like men but still
retaining their femininity.” He’s my kind of salesman, I thought,
honest to the point of bluntness.

“Just point me in the right direction and I’ll look
to see what I can find, thanks.” Sometimes shopping is a pleasant
way to pass the time away. Maybe Butterstones had realised that the
key to success was to make the customer an important part of the
business, rather than most businesses which are just there to make
as much money as they could by screwing everyone who was willing to
be screwed, without any great thought to proper customer service.
Maybe it might not have been a bad idea to go back to corner shop
mentality, where people did matter and the goods sold themselves;
and having a leisurely chinwag about nothing in particular didn’t
hurt either.

The next two hours was spent reading the back covers
of about every book on the shelves. The ones that I completely
ignored were those that had won awards or short listed for an
award, on account that they’d be a boring read due to nobody who’s
male and from the working classes would ever take seriously what
any middle class educated idiot would have to say. So I was down to
a pile of about thirty, all written in the last ten years, all
dealing with real life. I know that authors don’t know about real
life, because they spend most of their time stuck in rooms writing,
and the only way you know real life is to actually be a part of it,
but them writing about it is the only way I’m going to have any
idea what love’s all about. The next hour was then boringly spent
reducing the pile down to three books, all three about working
class women trying to find a man, married to a man, and getting
divorced from a man. I thought that way I’d get an overall, if
imperfect, view of what love was.
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I have to say there was a bit of a revelation when
I’d read the books, because I actually started to sympathise with
the female characters and the problems they had had with the men in
their life. But most funny of all was that I actually knew some of
the women in the books, I certainly knew the men, and I did wonder
if the authors had been living where I lived when they were
written. And whilst I still didn’t really understand what love
actually meant, I began to get an inkling of what it was, it was
about hope, despair, the heart, the mind, sadness, joy and things
like that. It was all those things going off at the same time, in a
sort of jumbled up way, but at the same time in a structured sort
of way, which caused my single brain cell to become confused and
little the wiser.

I left any more reading alone whilst everything sank
in, and a strange thing happened, I began to look at women
differently. They became people, which before they were just women.
I noticed, walking along streets that women had taken on a
different aura they actually came from Planet Earth and were a part
of the human race. Now it’s quite obvious to everyone that women
are from Earth, but as a man you think they are a completely
different species, totally unrelated to men. Men are natural
football and rugby players, women only do it to piss off men and
brag about their thighs being bigger, stronger and more muscular
than a man’s, and having seen some women rugby players there’s no
argument from me on that point.

But this was a different feeling, nothing like a
biblical “on the road to Damascus” thump on the back of the neck
feeling, but a sort of…how can I explain it…a softening inside, a
bit like eating jelly and not chewing it properly, just swallowing
a wobbly bit. Sitting in the armchair, and due to my confusement, I
pulled up my T-shirt and noticed that my belly button hairs hadn’t
got any greyer, perhaps they were trying to work out what colour
they should be, or maybe they were taking a hormonal rest, or
having a meeting to determine the ratio of grey coloured hairs to
black ones. Anyway, I racked my upper brain, the lower one
occasionally appreciates the rack thought, to think where I’d had
these feelings before because they were vaguely familiar. As usual
the upper brain deserted me, it always does when it either has to
think or do anything remotely responsible.

Several hours later I’m in the kitchen making the
single man’s piece de resistance of culinary delights, a frozen
Hawaiian pizza, when for no reason, other than complete absurdity,
I suddenly shout “MUMMY!” The brain, no doubt excited at the
thought of exercising its sniffing senses, out of the blue brings
my mother up. Now, as is normal for the male brain, there was a
considerable time lag between exclaimed word and reason for why
said word was exclaimed. The time difference is normally the time
it takes to cook a pizza.

Having returned and sat down in the armchair again,
I’ve got a matching sofa but if I get on that I’ve no idea if I’ll
survive its violent attacks on me, I look at the manufactured mess
in front of me. Have you ever noticed how a frozen pizza looks
wonderful on the packet, everything piled high, lots of ham,
pineapple, cheese, liberally spread tomato sauce, only to find half
a dozen pineapple chunks, a dozen pieces of what I presume is ham,
the thinnest coat of sauce and enough cheese to fill a cocktail
sausage roll. And why is it whenever you slavishly follow the
cooking instructions, you end up with a crust that needs a hammer
and chisel to cut through it. As for the sofa, it has a recliner at
each end, which for some reason is specifically programmed to
attack me when I least expect it. Once one of the recliners shot
out as I was walking by smacking me hard on the knee, then if that
wasn’t bad enough it decided it really didn’t like me and hit me
full square in the nuts; the pain was excruciating and I spent the
next few days walking around in the manner of a South American
sloth with only three legs; now I just sit in the armchair, it’s
safer.

Oh yes, mummy. Munching manfully on the pizza crust,
do these things carry dental insurance in the price I wonder, I
suddenly realise why I shouted mummy, these pizzas are great for
unclogging the male mind, and clogging the gut system; I wonder if
NHS doctors prescribe them for patients suffering from diarrhoea?
Anyway, I cast my mind back, always great at remembering events
long ago hopeless at remembering names and dates, to when I was a
nipper and remembered how it felt to be tiny and have this big
shadow wrap its arms around me, protecting me from the bogey man,
or wiping the tears away from my eyes because my next door
neighbour’s daughter wouldn’t let me play with her Barbie. Or on my
first day at school where I walked into the playground and then
spent the rest of the day trying to find ways of escaping from the
POW camp I found myself locked up in.

It really did frighten me, hundreds of strange kids,
all ages and sizes, running riot in the playground, and then when a
bell sounded, the same kids automatically forming a line and then
ceremonially marched back into the school building by these strange
adults who insisted on being called “Sir” or “Miss” or “Mr.” or
“Mrs” something or other. After lunch on the first day my mother
was called back to the school, the headmaster explaining that I
tried to leave the school several times in the morning and would
she mind telling me not to do this as it was against the school
rules. My mother put her arm around me, looked me straight in the
eyes and simply said, “Stay here.” Then she proceeded to give me a
big hug, so I stayed because I felt safe living inside this zoo,
with its high chain linked fences, locked gates, and a man in a
green uniform wandering about sweeping up the mess. But those
cuddles and hugs, rustling my hair, letting me cry, and allowing me
to be who I wanted to be made feel soft inside, and I suppose it
was ok to be emotional. But that only lasted for about a year
because then I became a member of the gang, and the boy began to
learn how to be a male and learned how to live by the masculine
tribal rules passed down by generations of Neanderthals.

I suppose I’d learnt that girls were nothing more
than figures of ridicule at first and then things to be possessed,
then to be ignored, then treated indifferently, then finally as
something to be put up with as a necessary part of belonging to
society. What was true was that I never considered them as bright
as I was, or as practical, and what did it matter if they were
better than me at science or maths or English, they were woosie
subjects and hardly useful to my life. As time passed my mother
gave me less cuddles because I was a “man” and so emotions and
feelings got buried away until they never surfaced again, and I
guess love went the same way, because love was “girly” and “soppy”
and “homo”; yet here I was, years later, sitting in an old, worn,
comfortable armchair, having finished the pre-fabricated tasteless
frozen pizza, lazily rubbing my hairy pot belly, feeling very
strange because the child in me had awakened, and women had taken
on a new hue. But though I was feeling strangely content I still
had no idea what love really was between a man and woman.
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