
 
Shellshock 

 
 
 I didn’t hold out much hope for the date. By that I mean that I held out an 
enormous amount of hope for her, I knew what she was like, she was approaching 
perfect, she had everything, that level of perfection one rarely sees in a woman, not a 
perfect body, nor stunning good looks, yet she was beautiful, well put-together in a 
physical sense, but that was merely a visual hors d’oeurve before the magnificent main 
dish was brought to the table. She truly was a woman you could quite easily stand up 
and say I would happily spend the rest of my life with and have no fear of equivocation. 
So, it was quite strange that she had accepted the opportunity of going on a date with 
me. As I checked myself in the mirror I evaluated every one of my defects, physical and 
personal, as if they were the yin to the yang of her perfection. In my heart I told myself 
not to fuck this up but was really just wondering how long it would take her to make a 
polite excuse and leave.  
 
 For this was a date. That was made clear. We met at a party. That was two 
weeks ago. She was a friend of a colleague of mine from work. She told me that this 
creature had been single for a couple of months as she had walked in her previous 
boyfriend indulging in some extra-marital afters on the couch. That brought a little smile 
to my face, not because of her suffering, but because it is always nice to know that you 
are not the stupidest person on the face of the planet. Top ten will do me. I did the 
usual Q&A thing at work on Sandra afterwards, even though I was sure that her friend 
would not have remembered a single word of the three minute, forty-six second 
conversation, let alone the person who nervously tried to force it beyond the four-
minute barrier, with inane piffle about printers and microwaves. Something strange 
happened during that conversation, it was as if she wanted me to talk about something 
deeper, or that she knew I could, and was prepared to withstand the utter twoddle 
spouting from my mouth. Eventually someone else came along and simply had to 
introduce her to some undeserving, plebeian loser who would proceed to shower in the 
typical throw-away lines that would never work on a woman like her. After about half an 
hour I went to seek her out again, but she was gone, as were my hopes and dreams, 
so I found a bottle of gin, pulled that scrunched up nose and lips face that people do 
when they know they should know better, yet are determined to ignore the path of 
wisdom. After a couple of gins I found solace in a hairdresser called Tracey and she 
laughed at my giraffe joke. My only thought as my tongue plunged into her mouth was 
whether she would have enough money for the taxi fare.  
 
 So it was something of a surprise when Sandra said that he friend had 
mentioned me, and in a positive way. I later found out that Sandra was an adherent of 
the liberal school of translation and interpreting as her actual words we “he seemed so 
awkward and uncomfortable, that interested me.” I still adore the second part of the 
sentence, it’s just the bit before the comma that I’m not to keen on, though I don’t know 
why. Not all women like men to be like James Bond, their outlook on the issue is from 
the brain outwards, a lot of us fall at that hurdle, whereas we work our way in to their 
personalities via their breasts and bums. Anyway, Sandra sorted it out and we have 
arranged to meet this Friday in a wine bar in Islington. Why I decided there I have no 
idea, it was clear that she wasn’t going to be impressed by the pomp and circumstance 
of shelling out the best part of a tenner for a glass of something you could get a bottle 
of in Tesco’s for half the price, but it seemed a better option than taking her to my local.  
 
 It is now this Friday. We have arranged to meet at seven fifteen, a rather 
curious time to meet, worryingly exact. It also means that I have to get a move on. I 
have opted for something casual, not too dressy, I don’t have any good clothes 



anyway, I just have the same clothes as everyone else and would never dare wear 
some of the things that make people stand out, I don’t want to stand out. I also have to 
shell out for a taxi halfway across London, and I am dependent on the traffic helping 
me in my cause.  As I am nervous I have had a glass of wine at home, two in fact, now 
I need a taxi as I must be there before 7.15, I must be there in time to order myself a 
drink and therefore have had at least three sips of it so that, as I lean over to give her a 
peck on the cheek, the waft of the grape she will receive will be explained by the fact of 
my residence at the bar, I have chosen something exquisite and would she like one? If 
I get there after her, she will smell the booze on me, and think all manner of hideous 
things. She may think I have come straight from the pub, and that this is some kind of 
hideous bind for me. She could think I’m a pisshead, maybe she heard that I got 
sloshed after she left and is already regretting saying yes, this will simply confirm her 
suspicions and give her a reason to leave. Good God! When will they put drinks in 
taxis? This is too much stress. We are less than a mile away, and my mind is 
perturbed, not by the twenty sheets that drives will snaffle off me any minute now, 
rather that it is eleven minutes past. I hope she is not punctual, if she is early, I am 
dead, and this, like every other opportunity I have had, will have been squandered.  
 
 I arrive. Sixteen minutes past, I am late. I have a glance around the bar, I can’t 
see her. Then my pocket vibrates. It’s her. Message. “Terribly sorry but,” I read those 
words and was ready to accept any form of death. I knew the text continued but I could 
only see those words. Through the tears in my eyes, I read on. “Traffic a nightmare. Be 
there soon. Kisses. x x.” Quality text, every word spelt correctly and kisses in the most 
plural of senses. I found a space next to the bar and ordered a sparkling water and a 
glass of red. The water would be drunk until she arrives, and then to be pushed to one 
side upon arrival, I, now, controlled the arena.  
 
 It was when I sat that I began to realise that I had consumed the best part of a 
bottle of wine. The idea was the grape would combat my nerves. Now, paranoia was at 
the table. I may think I was coming across as charming and with oodles of joie de vivre, 
she might think I was a bit pissed. If I tried to go the other way and be too serious, the 
only chance of her not liking me, my sense of humour which I hoped she would find 
infectious, would be lost. I began to hate the world, all the technology available and 
they couldn’t invent an “un-getting-pissed” shot that would take you back to square 
one?  All the money wasted on curing cholera and they can’t help me in my hour of 
need? All this fear and trepidation filled the waiting window, and, as I looked up, there 
she was. She looked effortlessly stunning, I stood up, nearly knocked the table over 
and flashed her smile. She returned it and gave me a very European pair of kisses on 
each cheek. I had to remember to try to look composed. With even more ease she 
managed to make things more simplistic for me.  
 
 “Sorry I’m late. I have had a miserable day at work, but now it’s over and I 
wouldn’t mind getting stuck into more than a few glasses of wine.” What an opening 
gambit! All I had to do was slowly let her surpass me in the pissed stakes and I would 
be winning again. There was always the chance that she had been brought up as the 
only girl on a small island and was used to the consumption of whiskey from the age of 
six, but the Gods had smiled on me thus far, so I felt sure a minor smirk would be left in 
the pot. We ordered a bottle and chatted. Normally chatting in these situations is stilted 
and it appears all the questions come from someone who acquired them from a search 
engine list of “how to have a good date”. With her it wasn’t like that, the conversation 
flowed as easily as the wine we drunk. She laughed at some of my jokes, and told me 
when they were poor. We talked about superficial nonsense and our deepest 
reflections on the human spirit. We were honest, there was no need to make things up, 
it felt like the moment was going to last forever. After the second bottle of wine I had no 
idea if the twelve degrees of alcohol had put the smile on my face, or simply life itself.  



 
 It was decided that we should eat. She said she fancied Italian. I am of the 
school of thought that Italian is a potential banana skin of a first date eatery. I had had 
pizza for lunch, a bachelor always lunches well, so I was not keen on repeating, but the 
thought of getting Bolognese sauce all over myself and her still gave room for the idea 
that the night could be cocked-up. I told her Italian was a wondrous idea. I would order 
a calzone. We ate and continued to talk, I thought of saying something cheesy, but it 
seemed so inappropriate, at times I wondered if she felt it was strange that I had made 
no effort to make a pass at her, but she, despite being the most beautiful female 
creation in the known universe, seemed to take on an almost asexual aura, I somehow 
couldn’t think of her in that way. We lazily finished our coffees and we eventually 
returned to the night air. Now there was a moment of slight insecurity, we were in the 
post-restaurant bit, a grey area, I could ask her to go somewhere else for a drink, I 
could ask her back to mine. I opt for something that I would never suggest with my 
friends, a walk in the fresh air to clear our heads. She thought this was a delightful 
idea, and so we walked through the streets, maybe Rome or Paris would have been 
more delightful, but Islington seemed to gleam under the moonlight. I knew the evening 
was coming to an end, but that didn’t matter so much, I knew there would be more, 
many more. There would be many more, I had done well this evening, I put her in a taxi 
and she thanked me, though I insisted on thanking her many more times. I wandered 
for a while and then got a taxi myself. As we drove, I received another message from 
her asking if I was free tomorrow and could pick her up around twelve. I looked out the 
window and felt happier than I could ever remember.  
 
 I fell asleep with a spring in my step and awoke the next day as if only the 
purest of vitamins had passed my lips on the previous evening. Literally skipping from 
the bed to the shower, I pranced about in a way that would make close friends rethink 
their relationship with me. However, I cared not a jot, life was being kind to me, and, 
despite the potential for me to reading far too much into this, I am quite sure we are 
soon to be wed. It dawns on me in the shower that she might just be a very nice person 
who had a pleasant evening. The wedding was off. From the shower I heard a 
message come through on the mobile. With soap in my eyes and shampoo more or 
less everywhere except in my hair, I knew I had to know the content of the message. It 
was going to be her, the word really would be placed next to the word sorry, the word 
but would cause its usual pain and I would be left without hope. As my first foot made 
contact with the bathroom floor, the excess water caused it to continue its movement 
despite the other leg still being in the shower, I luckily grabbed onto the towel rail 
before a nasty pelvic injury ensued. With soap still in my eyes, I found the door handle 
and proceeded to smack the door into my forehead. I was glad that she was cancelling 
now, I didn’t want to see her with a limp and a gash in my head. The rest of the journey 
to the mobile, three metres sixteen centimetres, was event free, I could barely see as I 
tried to read the message, allowing soap and water into the phone at the same time. 
After far too much silliness I finally access the message, expecting the worst, I am 
delighted to receive the offer of a promotion from my service provider. I laugh for a little 
while and prepare to terminate my grooming when another message comes through 
and the fear process begins again. It’s her. Shit. I can’t read it. Finally, I press the yes 
button and she tells me to wrap up warm and be on time. I wonder if my fragile heart 
can live with this much stress every time the phone goes, and the answer is, to see 
her, yes.  
 
 I decide to take the tube as driving in London is not even on page seventeen of 
my favourite things. Wrapping up warm means that I start to get something of a sweat 
on on the train. This causes me to panic as the grooming products lose the battle. I 
remember how much I hate public transport in this town, something which is quite 
strange really as when I am in other cities I excitedly seek out Metro maps and bore 



people with my ability to rapidly acquaint myself with the local network, yet as I found 
the Bakerloo line to take me from Pimlico to Maida Vale, I could muster no excitement 
for Londinium’s underground, other than remembering that someone told me that 
underground was the only word in English that begins and ends in the same three 
letters. I’ll have to Google it at a later juncture. Such mindless pondering means that I 
have reached my stop. I disembark the train and try to work out where I am going to. I 
don’t know this part of London, though I suppose that is what living in London is all 
about, you know where you live, and where you work, the rest is just other people’s 
London, and the other bit, but if you live here you are unlikely to be interested in 
Madame Tussaud’s.  
 
 Normally I would never ask anyone for directions in London, it goes against my 
credos and is hugely embarrassing, something will always happen so that the other 
person knows you live here and just don’t know your way round. However, I decide to 
risk the inpecuniosity of the moment, simply as an excuse to use that word, and ask an 
old gent. Typical, he looks at me as if not King Herod would play snooker with me and 
tells me it is across the road, I am less than fifty feet from her house. I had to laugh. As 
I climbed the steps I went to ring the bell, then I stopped myself. What was I going to 
say? What were my lines? Nobody had briefed me on this. I had been given this 
mission without proper training. I was doomed to fail. I stood with my finger near the 
bell when a voice informed me that it worked by pushing it. It was her. Now I had to go 
in.  
 Except I didn’t get in. She told me via the intercom that she would be down in 
the briefest of minutes. She didn’t take long and soon the door opened and I was 
greeted with a hug, an elbow squeeze and a kiss on each cheek. That is officially the 
most possible non-boyfriend affection allowed to be expressed under E.U. law. She 
exuded simplicity in jeans and a t-shirt with a hooded top covering the upper half. She 
didn’t look too wrapped up herself but then if she felt a bit chilly I could always lend her 
some support. 
 
 “You hungry?” She asked.  
 
 “More than peckish.” I responded.  
 
 “Fancy a fry-up?” Were her next words. Could she be any more perfect? 
 
 She took me to one of her favourite haunts, just down the road from her place. 
As we sat and chatted she told me about her plans for the day. Her father and brother 
were Hammers season ticket holders, as was she, the rest of her family couldn’t go 
today so there was a spare ticket. She asked if I would like to go. I informed her that 
that was a redundant question. Not only that but they were playing Newcastle so I 
would have a double reason to be blowing bubbles come five o’clock. As she sat there 
eating her black pudding and telling me her all time favourite Hammers side, it was 
hard to listen, not like when a woman sometimes talks to you and it is hard to listen 
because you have heard it all before or don’t care, this time it was different, there was 
so much to take in that I didn’t know where to look. It was like having a great mate, you 
could imagine her doing loud burps after polishing off a curry, yet at the same time you 
could see as the personification of female beauty. As I dipped my sausage into the 
runny yolk, I knew there was no way she could take me to a place where the yolks 
were hard, I thought about the possibility that I was falling in love. I felt I had to do 
something romantic, some kind of gesture so she knew I wasn’t only here with her to 
borrow her Makita power drill, which I was sure she would have and use better than 
me, so I told her she looked beautiful. Instead of looking uncomfortable, or even 
pleased, she just pulled what can only be described, despite the political incorrectness, 
as a spaz face and flicked a couple of cold baked beans at me. She told me to get a 



move on so we could have a pint before the game. To get to Upton Park was quite a 
trek, it was one in the afternoon now so she looked at the tube entrance and then 
decided on a taxi. I felt I had better get the taxi as she had come up with the tickets. 
When we arrived at the ground, I noticed that the taxi had cost me one pound more 
than the face value of the ticket, in days gone by this would have riled me, now, nothing 
like that mattered.  
 
 We found a bar near the ground and had a well-earned pint. She knew a few 
people in there and introduced me to some of her mates, I began to wonder if she was 
a closet hooliganette, but these Hammers didn’t seem too much into their agro. As we 
didn’t have the encumbrance of a vehicle to drive, we decided that another pint could 
be enjoyed before the game, anyway, the fry-up could soak up any excess. She gulped 
down her half pint without flinching and told me it was time to leave. During my time in 
London I was surprised to have not visited more of the capital’s grounds, as a 
Sunderland supporter our continuous flutter between top and second tier football meant 
that there was nearly always a monthly option to see the Black Cats, but traipsing 
across London to spend the afternoon being looked at as if I didn’t know where Covent 
Garden Opera House was just didn’t cut it for me, whenever I was back home I tried to 
take in a game at the Stadium of Light, which was, in many respects, the only way to 
do things. Still, the Magpies lost and that endeared me to all and sundry, during the 
eighty-seven boring minutes we discussed everything from the Cruyf turn, to Nietzsche, 
to dishcloths to a framework for a better society, being occasionally reminded by the 
other twenty-thousand or so that we were actually here to pay our bi-weekly penance.  
 
 After the game we went back to the pub and had a couple more pints and 
gleefully entered what you might call that silly stage. The music coming from the 
jukebox helped our mood as did the genuinely unbeatable post-match atmosphere. 
Whenever she went to the toilet I allowed myself the chance to detach myself from 
what had been going on around me, and drink in another nectar, something wholly 
more fulfilling than the lager that was cursing through my veins. Had I ever been this 
happy? Probably, yes, but she did have the effect of making it difficult for me to 
remember, or even try to. This was almost like my personal hard drive had been 
reformatted and I still had my old memories on a CD somewhere, I would just have to 
reinstall them at a later date.  
 
 We left the pub slightly tipsy and she asked what I wanted to do next. I was 
clear in my beliefs that quite frankly anything as long as it was in her joyous company. 
We ended up going back to hers, eating pizza and playing our favourite records with 
minor references to their personal, sociological and anthropological importance. I liked 
her flat and was glad we hadn't gone to mine. I have always loved the flats of girls who 
live alone, they have a special aura about them, you never got a smell like that in a 
bloke's flat, it made you feel warm, it made you want to stay for ever. At some point, 
despite being quite drunk I was aware that the issue would come up, this was clearly 
the next step we would have to take. I weighed up the pros and cons and decided that 
a drunken fumble would probably be the most appropriate way to initiate this next 
venture, if I were stone cold sober I would probably be too nervous, so the handy 
addition of a ready made and socially acceptable excuse for failure was a welcome 
new friend at the table. By the time I had thought of that the next thing I knew was that I 
was awake with a slightly pounding head, semi clothed but more towards the semi-
dressed, in her bed, with her. I hobbled to the bathroom, not wanting to wake her up, 
just in case it had been an absolute disaster, evacuated my bladder had a mouthful of 
Listerine and a splash of water, a quick nose through her bathroom cabinet, essential 
first night activity, found some painkillers, treated myself to two and snuggled back into 
bed. She didn't wake but did that delightful thing that was half groan and half 
outstretched arm, inviting me to take up a more comfortable position behind her and 



drifted off into a world that confused me, I didn’t know if the dream was the part before I 
went to sleep or after, either way, perfection lay on both sides.  
 
 Sunday morning came and went without much of an announcement. I was glad 
to see the time go past ten o’clock and her remain asleep and not tell me to get ready 
for church. It had gone half past twelve when she appeared to reacquaint herself with a 
conscious state and announced that she had a hangover.  I had never realised how 
much fun hangovers could be, this was simply divine, and I almost felt sad as the 
coffee, toast and painkillers had me feeling normal again. We sat around her flat and 
watched TV and films. I wondered whether it was time for me to go but she didn’t seem 
too worried by my presence. While I dozed on the sofa she made me some pasta. If I 
hadn’t been convinced before then now I was experiencing more happiness than 
anyone else had ever known in the history of time. Eventually the day had to come to 
an end and we said rather cringe-worthy, soppy goodbyes before I made my way to the 
tube station. She offered to drive me but I said that she would never get to work on 
time the next day.  
 
 Plans were made, though I would have to be strong as she was going to be 
away for the next three days. She apologised for that. Can you believe that? She 
apologised for having to do her job and was worried that that didn’t fit in with my plans. 
I tried to get along with things from Monday to Thursday but it wasn’t easy as my mind 
had taken a leave of absence. I think most of my colleagues preferred me as a 
miserable, acerbic cynic. All the ladies in the office thought it was simply delightful and 
Sandra took all the credit, but I just laughed it off. I simply counted the seconds till 
Thursday came along.  
 
 She said she had planned something special. She phoned me every night and 
we talked until one of us had no more battery left. I wanted to record the conversations 
and listen to them again, but I knew that they were in my head, deep down somewhere. 
I tried to think of something that I didn’t like about her, just to make her seem a little 
more real, and I was sure she already had a reasonable list of my foibles, but all I could 
come up with was that I was not too keen on her name, Michelle, still, she even 
managed to wear that well.  
 
 She had planned a mystery day out in London for me on Thursday. Except she 
was honest that in reality she hadn’t planned very much, quite the opposite. I had to 
take the day off work, probably a relief for them, they were keen for me to leave the 
daft stage behind, but also worried that I would then enter a paranoid, neurotic phase 
that was equally painful for them. I promised them that they would probably look back 
at all this and laugh but their faces did not register much conviction.  
 
 The only information that I had was that I was to be at Marble Arch for before 
nine in the morning. From there we would take the first bus that we saw and liked, I 
hoped it was one of the old ones that you could hop on and off, and then when we got 
to a train station we liked we would get off there and, well the day would simply fall into 
place. She was waiting for me on the corner and it didn’t take us long to decide on the 
number thirty bus, we were both of that age it seemed quite appropriate, she said that 
she had many big plans for the day, but that it was all a secret and laughed. At just a 
bit after nine the bus left Marble Arch towards Hackney, we passed King's Cross but 
that seemed like too much of an obvious choice. We wanted a nice, smaller station for 
the next part of our journey. When we got to Euston it was more or less the same story 
except there was something of a commotion going on there, probably another rail 
strike, so we decided to continue on the bus. Forty odd minutes were beginning to get 
the better of us so we made the decision to alight at the next feasible juncture. It wasn’t 
a part of London that I knew well and as we turned into Tavistock Square it seemed a 



good a place as any to get off. I held her arm to help her up and went to press the 
button but my finger never made it. Suddenly a noise came from nowhere and the bus 
shook. It took me about ten seconds to realise that I should start to look for her when 
there she was. The scene was incomprehensible. The roof of the bus had gone, there 
was smoke everywhere yet somehow through it there she was. I tried to move towards 
her but was halted in my tracks as it transpired that I was no longer the owner of legs. I 
could still see her head through smoke, but as the bus moved again I found out that it 
was her head, but it was no longer attached to her body, it rolled towards and that is 
when I felt the real explosion. I looked down at what was left of me and felt my hand go 
inside the wound in my stomach, and I thought to myself, it won’t be long now.       


