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Ian, 22, felt as if he was pedalling an old electric moped with a flat battery. This was partly because, in fact, he had (sort of) done that earlier, to get near Southend’s sub-Sunset Strip.
It was a wet winter’s evening in 1984, and after what politicians call a “full and frank discussion” with his on-off girlfriend Charmaine, he had treated himself to both “Heaven Knows I’m Miserable Now” by the Smiths, and Soft Cell’s “Tainted Love” on his Walkman. He mumbled morosely even more than usual about his perennially unsuccessful love life, “The love we share seems to go nowhere…” The sorrowful songs had welled up in him multiple conflicting disparate (and indeed, desperate) needs:

· To display yet more overtly his inherent qualities both as a Pied Piper of new talent, and to cement his imaginary reputation as a ‘Babe Magnet’ to any suitably visually-challenged female aged from 8 to 80;

· To stuff his fat face at a greasy spoon, namely the dismal and inappropriately named ‘Las Vegas Grill’;

· To do heavy masculine stuff, like repairing his malaised moped. In fact it he’d given up almost at once, dumped it at Rocky’s Motorcycles at Rayleigh and walked the last six miles to Southend, thinking to take the train back to his home at Pitsea;
· To expel a reluctant new song. Ian couldn’t play any instruments or read music; he described his own lyrics as “shite”, but he was “keeping it real” for when he was discovered! Except the lyrics weren’t coming together at all. This is what he had:
You gamble all your money

You think it’s there to burn

And anyway you’re skilful

85 per cent return.
You gamble with your lady

She craves you, let ‘er yearn!

You say that she can leave you

85% return.

You do send them spinning wild

You can ring their bells

If you put your tokens back

More will come as well

Second prize you try hard for

You, in fact, can’t use

Doubling up will work no more -

This time you will lose.

You gamble with your life

You’re too obsessed to learn

Yet one day you’ll discover

She’s one you shouldn’t spurn.
You should have taken care of her
But it’s too late to turn

Soon she’ll go, and then you’ll know

She never will return.

He turned wearily into the ‘Happidrome’ on Marine Parade to use the Gents, pausing only to shovel a baggy trouserful of 2p coins into the Penny Falls. This of course was Madness. Being a loser of course, he lost. So after knackering a nearby Nintendo Space Invaders table by surreptitiously squeezing some of the sniffing glue he had brought with him into its seductive slot, he dropped four petulant 50 pences in the Pinball Wizard. Unfortunately its right flipper was broken; and his habitual but ineffective solution of repeatedly hammering on the machine got him thrown out of the arcade onto the street.
Ian had just enough supplementary benefits to get back to Pitsea. If the train wasn’t cancelled or he missed it, of course. As he trudged off along the spiritless seafront towards the wrong station (Southend East), dimly he remembered he was supposed to be somewhere… He weebled round and wended his weary way towards the ‘Element ‘ nightclub in Alexandra Street near Southend Central station…
Five miles away at Hockley, Charmaine floated into the Elegance Limousines office in her gypsy-style premier prom dress, specially made by ‘Brazen Hussy’. This was going to be a perfect day! Her 18th birthday was today, and Ian had bought them both a lovely surprise. Well he would have done, obviously, if he’d remembered and thought of it, but Charmaine had made sure not only by subtle hints to him over these last few weeks, but by booking up the car and expensive meal out for two herself, and quoting Ian’s credit card number over the phone in her deepest voice. Hopefully he’d never miss it just for one day or so!
The meal was to be at the ‘Elements’  restaurant and casino, which is part of the once-famous Kursaal building on the Eastern Esplanade. It was bound to be great, she reasoned, because it had that classy ‘international cuisine’ like Duck a L’Orange and Arctic Roll and all that. The Farenheit Bistro didn’t have none of that, although their fishbowl cocktails for £6 were belting! Cheery Charmaine couldn’t cook, but she never let that stop her; and the funny thing was, it always turned out all right, if you did it with confidence and put the right pizazz on it. Her mother had always done the same, and it never did her nor no-one else no harm.

Charmaine was no misery, she did things in sunny style. The pink stretch limo departed for Southend via Brentwood, 12 miles in the opposite direction, to pick up her friends Lucy and Lauren. It would be a shame to leave them out and they would just adore the whole thing, plus you couldn’t waste all the eight roomy seats and the free drinks in the mini-bar that came as part of the package. And she could play them her guitar on the way, she was just reem (incredible) on it after only a few days, and everyone would be well jell  (impressed)! 
Lucy brought both her pet peach-tinted poodle Pluto in a preposterously pink patent bag, and her 15 year old sister; while Lauren had invited her older boyfriend Kirk who had three of his mates with him. By the time they all arrived in Southend the drinks were cleaned out, Charmaine had sung and played to her heart’s content, and all nine, including the petted pooch, were well trollied! Result!  There was a lot of hair on the floor, mostly dog; some faux fur from Charmaine’s shoplifted stole (which indeed she had), and one of Lauren’s luxuriant extensions. Lucy stopped texting other friends, and the whole party positively tumbled out into the nippy night air.
Ian recognised his semi-detached house-mate from a hundred yards away. “Awight babe?”

His own low spirits suddenly bubbled up brightly, via the proxy high spirits imbibed by Charmaine’s friends. He perked up further when he saw Charmaine had her guitar. He would show her his lyrics, and she would sing a tune straight off like, and make it all work! She was a natural!
Charmaine’s face fell. The limo had driven them to the wrong address, a tatty nightclub, instead of her seafront restaurant; and left at once with her stole inside, before she could recover from getting out of the car. Swivelling giddily on the heights of her humungous heels had turned her ankle painfully. Her mobile had died. Now her boyfriend had turned up looking like the beast from the black lagoon, to embarrass her in front of her friends! So far as they  had thought about it, the rest were expecting  this destination and went straight in with Ian, whooping at the prospect. Reluctantly Charmaine limped after them, finding they’d usurped a table right at the front.

It was Open Mike night, sponsored by Lime Pictures, who had earlier been auditioning for the next series of ‘The Only Way Is Essex’ national celebrity TV show. Charmaine thought the mainly karaoke performers on stage were dreadful, and visibly wilted. Some birthday!  Ian however had enjoyed this club before. Being no stranger to bad songs he was in his element, drinking, stuffing sausage plaits, showing his stanzas to anyone who would look including Lime’s PR lady, and buying up raffle tickets like there was no train home. 
Charmaine shut her ears as best she could, but the boys were all enthusiastically jabbing their thumbs up and down in a strange syncopated seated shuffle dance! She slunk off with sinking heart, to sulk briefly in the Ladies.
The friends looked at each other in mock horror as rapper impresario ‘MC Squared’ introduced next a troupe of semi-naked male burlesque dancers. The remaining girls were soon in fits of laughter as Lucy loudly pointed out certain attributes to them all! Bee-ayve!
It was then that the amplified announcement came, “Please welcome special surprise guest -  Mr. ‘Arg’ Argent!” Charmaine sidled shoeless back into her place, having missed all the fun. She didn’t like him on TV and was put out that Lucy, Lauren and Kirk all actually knew him. Ian and the crowd were having a great time, as Arg’s almost comedic crooning was surprisingly not at all bad. Arg then suggested his Tango-tinted friend Lauren should come up on stage to do some of her DJ-ing! She declined, but offered to draw the raffle.
Charmaine noticed (awmygawd!) a string had broken on her guitar. Someone else had drained her glass, and Pluto was chewing her best silk scarf. Meanwhile Lauren was announcing the top prize was a guest appearance on ‘TOWIE’ - and that, Ian had won it! Shaaaaaa - aap !
“Listen”, he shouted buoyantly, “I might get to do my song on the show!”

Poor Charmaine had read Ian’s lyrics. At this bang-out-of-order boast she wanted to slit her wrists. The world had turned.
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