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         “We have to do this again.”

         The words you always say on routine, the words I hate. You just say it to be polite, nothing more. Because it would be rude not to – if the other person realized that the date didn’t go very well.

         But this date did go very well. So why is he saying those words? Is he being serious? Maybe he isn’t like me, maybe it isn’t a white lie. Let’s do it again soon, this was so much fun, we should do it again, let’s do coffee sometime. Lies, all of it. What you really want to say is: Phew, now I don’t have to see you for another year. But maybe it’s just classic me to do that, being an introvert and all that.

         The truth is, I want to see John much sooner than a year from now. Tomorrow if we could – or at least next weekend. It feels like an eternity until then. Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, Friday. Five days. I won’t make it until then.

         God, I’m pathetic.

         “Absolutely,” I mumble to the ground, not daring to meet his gaze.

         “Viktoria?”

         “Mmm.”

         “Do you agree? It doesn’t look like it. Is something wrong?”

         “No, nothing. I agree, let’s do it again. Sometime.”

         A large man elbows his way past me, and a trail of strangers behind him leap through the gap. There are probably ten of them, a strange mix of people. I tense up and lean back, trying not to breathe. People at the central station can have the strangest smells, and I want to save John’s scent for as long as possible. I felt it when he hugged me. I don’t know how to describe it. Musky, maybe. Thick and coarse at the same time.

         Wonderful.

         Our eyes meet between the hordes of people. John’s earthy, brown eyes on my grey ones. He is smiling. I can’t see his mouth, but I can tell from his eyes. They curve like crescent moons.

         My heart rate increases. I need to touch him again, just wrap myself in his arms. We will probably not meet tomorrow or this weekend either. Because he lives in another city. Linköping. It’s not like it’s the other side of the world, not even the other side of the country, but it’s far enough. Far enough for us not to meet unless he has other reasons for being here. We used to take an art class together, a course in watercolour painting. We both like painting and we had lessons once every other week. It finished about a month ago, but we still meet. Just to hang out.

         Hang out. Like friends.

         But I want something more.

         Why am I such a coward? Why can’t I just ask him how he feels about me?

         Because he has someone else, Viktoria. You know this.

         She doesn’t love him the way I do.

         How do you know? You haven’t even met the person.

         He never talks about her.

         No, because you only talk about art and painting.

         It’s like she doesn’t even exist. What if they broke up?

         Not likely. You’re giving yourself false hopes. John would never leave Klara for you. They even have a child together!

         That doesn’t mean anything.

         Find someone who’s available. Someone who lives in Stockholm and likes…

         “What are you thinking about?”

         I jump. The strangers are gone, and John is standing in front of me. Right in front of me, so close that this time, nothing could interrupt us. My legs feel heavy, and the floor sways under my boots. I need to look away. Need to. But can’t. He smells like forest, fabric and paint. His stubble is long, almost scruffy, and his eyebrows are uneven. Small, black hairs have crept up to the patch between his eyes, and his cheeks are marked with laugh lines. I haven’t noticed how tanned he is until now. I want to compare, see our faces next to each other in a mirror. Either that or see our hands interlaced. Just imagine kissing those lips. They are thin and wide, and there is a faint smile on them. It wouldn’t surprise me if I collapsed to the floor, if my legs betrayed me in this very moment. It feels like they are quivering. I feel warm and cold at once, anticipating, a nervous wreck.

         “So?” he continues. “You like what you see?”

         I swallow. “If I… What I see?”

         “You look pretty off.” He laughs. A sexy, wheezy laugh that makes him flash his teeth. “Did someone push you when they walked by or what?”

         “No… not at all.” I straighten my back, force a smile and cross my arms over my chest to protect myself. Dig my nails deep into the arms of my sweater and back up a few steps. I’m wearing my favourite sweater, the expensive one from Portugal with a blue pattern. I wanted to look good for John. A man who has someone else. It’s true, I am pathetic.

         I’m not usually like this. I’m really not. I don’t know what is wrong with me in this moment. Just the fact that it took me two hours to get ready… That’s a bad sign. When I’m heading out to meet Leo or Anna or Rickard, my other friends – or even my parents – I just grab a shirt and leave. I never take the time to put on makeup or brush my hair. Or my teeth for that matter. A gum or three and we’re good. And who needs to wear matching socks? Who needs to smell good and who needs contacts instead of glasses?

         Today, I’m even wearing a nail polish. One that I found at Kicks that I liked. I brushed my teeth – even flossed – and my breath is minty, my hair shining. Sort of like butter, but this time it’s because of the products I put in it, and not because it’s greasy. If Anna would have seen me now, she wouldn’t even recognize me.

         But John has only seen this side of me. One week before class started, we found out who would participate. I looked them up on Facebook. All of them. And I found John. Saw how attractive he was. How married he was. How kind he seemed, judging by his posts. It would be an understatement to say that he melted my heart. Unfortunately, it turned out he was just as wonderful in real life. He holds up doors for me, buys me coffee, gives me compliments and smiles at me. Lets me borrow things, gives me things. Shows me colouring techniques he wants me to try out.
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